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Introduction 
As a result of the previous apartheid regime, South Africa still has a dual agricultural sector. On 
the one hand, it comprises integrated commercial and prosperous agri-businesses, which are 
mainly in the hands of a minority of the population, and poorly resourced and trained farmers 
and producers with little or no access to the benefits of the mainstream agricultural sector on the 
other.1,2 The operations of the latter group of farmers are often relatively small. Hence, they are 
commonly called small-scale farmers or agricultural small-, micro- and medium-sized enterprises 
(Agri-SMMEs), as they are referred to in this article.

In addition to the above historical challenges, South Africa’s Agri-SMMEs face today’s challenges 
caused by globalisation, changing customer needs and competition, amongst other factors.3 
Ironically, these challenges also promote production of quality products or services,4,5 which in 
turn provide producers with an industrial competitive advantage. Accordingly, South Africa’s 
Department of Agriculture, recently renamed the Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and 
Rural Development, introduced a total quality management (TQM) programme amongst selected 
Agri-SMMEs in the Eastern Cape (EC) province6 between 2006 and 2010. The implementation of 
the TQM programme sought to achieve the following objectives: 

• To enhance the capacity of Agri-SMMEs to become better organised and better resourced with 
capital, technology and business management skills.

• To integrate previously disadvantaged Agri-SMMEs in the broader economic mainstream.
• To inculcate a culture of organisational excellence in the Agri-SMME band.

This study aimed to establish baseline data for performance concerning the business planning 
function of agricultural small-, micro- and medium-sized enterprises (Agri-SMMEs) in the 
Eastern Cape Province, South Africa. It also endeavoured to investigate the extent to which Agri-
SMMEs that had adopted total quality management (TQM) had improved their business planning 
performance. An action research design and mixed methods, which included the internationally 
recognised South African Excellence Model (SAEM), were used to collect qualitative and 
quantitative data from Agri-SMMEs in the Western Eastern Cape (WEC) that had adopted the 
TQM philosophy, as well as from WEC and Eastern Eastern Cape (EEC) Agri-SMMEs that had 
not adopted that philosophy. Whether or not they had adopted TQM, the Agri-SMMEs studied 
were performing poorly relating to the business planning function when benchmarked against 
world-class standards. Hence, Agri-SMMEs that had implemented the TQM process did not 
necessarily have a performance advantage over those that had not adopted the process. With 
respect to practical implications, the use of the SAEM for continuous performance improvement 
of the business planning function should be promoted and interventions should be provided for 
the identified shortcomings relevant to this function. It is the first study of its kind to be conducted 
in the agricultural sector in South Africa. Therefore, the findings should provide a useful guide to 
enterprises contemplating implementing a TQM programme.

Keywords: total quality management (TQM); South African Excellence Model (SAEM); business 
planning; agricultural small-, micro- and medium-sized enterprises (Agri-SMMEs); business 
excellence models; continuous performance improvement. 
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In pursuit of achieving these objectives, it was envisaged that 
Agri-SMMEs would enhance their key role in the South 
African economy contributing, amongst other things, to 
employment provision, income generation and the provision 
of food security. Essentially, the welfare and livelihoods of 
most rural dwellers depend on Agri-SMMEs. 

Over the 4-year TQM implementation period, the Agri-
SMMEs that had adopted the process were also presented 
with a TQM-based quality model called the South African 
Excellence Model (SAEM). In applying the model, the Agri-
SMMEs were expected to continuously self-assess their 
business performance and their status concerning the 
implementation of the TQM programme.

Notwithstanding the above developments, the researchers 
found no literature on studies that investigated the 
implementation of TQM in the Agri-SMME band in South 
Africa. As a result, there is a lack of information on the effects 
of implementing the TQM process in the agricultural sector 
in general, and in the Agri-SMME band in particular. This 
study thus raised the question of the extent to which South 
African Agri-SMMEs perform a strategic business planning 
(SBP) function, which is one of the many functions included 
in the SAEM (see Figure 1).7

It would be beneficial to explain the origin of and motivation 
for choosing the SAEM before progressing with this article.

The SAEM was developed in 1997. It came about after 
extensive national and international consultation with 
organisations that used the European Foundation for Quality 
Management (EFQM) and Malcolm Baldridge National 
Quality Award (MBNQA) models to assess excellence in 
organisational management systems. Similarities between 
the two quality frameworks necessitated that they be merged 
to produce a hybrid framework suitable for South African 
conditions. The ‘Founding Champions’ of the SAEM were: 
Armscor, CSIR – Council for Science and Industrial Research, 
Eskom, Greater Pretoria Metropolitan Council, Honeywell 
Southern Africa, IDEAS Management Southern Africa, 
Mercedes-Benz South Africa, SABS – South African Bureau of 
Standards, South African Quality Institute, South African 
Society for Quality and the Standard Bank of South Africa.
Further to the ‘Founding Champions’, the following 
organisations later joined the ‘Founding Champions’ and 
were collectively referred to as the ‘Founding Members’, 
namely: ABSA Bank, Ingersoll-Rand Southern Africa and 
TSA – Technikon South Africa.8,9,10,11

The SAEM is regarded as the best model to assess excellence 
with respect to the TQM framework because of its non-

Source: Adapted from South African Excellence Foundation (SAEF). SME criteria for small and medium enterprise performance excellence. Pretoria: K & M Print cc.; 2000
Criteria and weighted points (in brackets): 1 – Leadership (100 points), 2 – Policy & Strategy (70), 3 – Customer & Market Focus (60), 4 – People Management (90), 5 – Resources & Information 
Management (60), 6 – Processes (120), 7 – Social Responsibility (60), 8 – Customer Satisfaction (170), 9 – People Satisfaction (90), 10 – Suppliers & Partnership Performance (30), 11 – Business 
Results (150). Total points: 1 000 (at Level 1).

FIGURE 1: The South African Excellence Model.
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prescriptive quality framework for self-assessment used to 
identify organisational strengths and areas for improvement. 
Having merged the best quality models in the world (the 
EFQM and MBNQA) in developing the model, makes it 
second to none. 

In view of the above background, the objectives of this study 
were two-fold. Firstly, it sought to establish baseline data for 
performance concerning the SBP function of Agri-SMMEs in 
the EC province, South Africa, by employing the SAEM. 
Secondly, it endeavoured to investigate the extent to which 
Agri-SMMEs that had adopted TQM had improved their 
performance relevant to the SBP function.

The National Small Business Act 102 of 1996 classifies the 
agricultural sector in terms of enterprise size, either annual 
turnover or gross assets, or the size of the full-time workforce. 
For the purposes of this study, Agri-SMMEs are, therefore, 
defined as small-scale farmers, smallholders or owners/
managers of poorly resourced enterprises and poorly trained 
farmers and producers with little or no access to the benefits 
of the commercial sector.

Because there is no consensus on the definition of TQM, this 
study adopted the following TQM baseline definitions of 
Milakovich12 and Vouzas et al.13:

• A total organisational approach for meeting customer needs 
and expectations that involves all managers and employees 
in using quantitative methods to improve the organisation’s 
processes, products and services continuously.

• A new approach to the art of management that was 
developed during the Second World War and seeks to 
improve product and service quality and increase customer 
satisfaction by restructuring traditional management 
practices.

The study, being the first of its kind to be conducted in the 
South African agricultural sector, aimed to make original 
contributions to the body of knowledge on the subject of 
TQM implementation in the South African agricultural sector 
in general and in the Agri-SMME band in particular. These 
original contributions would be of methodological, theoretical 
and analytical value at both academic and managerial level.

This article is structured as follows: following the 
introduction, a brief literature review is provided, focusing 
on the TQM philosophy and SBP, which is one of the 
critical components of the philosophy. Thereafter, the 
SAEM is discussed in relation to TQM and SBP. A 
discussion follows on the research methodology used to 
collect and analyse data. Thereafter, the results of the 
study are presented, followed by an in-depth discussion. 
At the end of the article, conclusions are drawn and 
recommendations are submitted.

Literature review
In this section, TQM, SBP and the SAEM have been discussed. 
An overview of the various agricultural enterprises in 

South Africa is provided firstly to give context to industry 
for implementing these models.

Various agricultural enterprises in South Africa
The South African agricultural sector has several branches, 
namely field crop husbandry, horticulture, animal husbandry, 
fish farming, game farming and agro-processing (p. 1).1,14 
Within these branches, there are 39 sectors that produce 
various products for domestic and export purposes. The 
largest export product groups involve raw sugar, fresh grapes, 
citrus fruits, nectarines, wine and deciduous fruits. Other 
important exports include: avocados, plums, maize, black tea, 
groundnuts, meat, pineapples, tobacco, wool and cotton.15

Total quality management and strategic 
business planning
After the Second World War, a new customer-centred 
management approach called TQM was developed and 
advanced by management and quality gurus, like Deming, 
Juran and Crosby, to mention a few.16 According to Kumar17 
and Fotopoulos et al.,18 these quality gurus had different areas 
of emphasis in the course of constructing the TQM framework. 
Notwithstanding that, there were numerous areas of common 
understanding amongst them, as outlined in the work of some 
authors,19 which resulted in a measure of synergy. 

There are also different perspectives amongst various authors 
in the literature on what the principles of TQM are.20,21,22 
However, leadership, continuous improvement, customer 
focus, measurement, benchmarking and strategic planning are 
amongst many of the commonly cited TQM principles, whilst 
the benefits of adopting TQM are well documented.23,24 These 
benefits include, amongst others, improved effectiveness, 
flexibility and the competitiveness of a business to meet 
customer requirements. However, there are also barriers to 
successful implementation of TQM. These barriers include 
lack of effective leadership and management commitment, 
organisational politics, lack of continuous training and 
education and lack of planning, to mention only a few.20,25,26

Lack of planning was the research area of interest in this 
study. In quality management, strategic planning is referred 
to as ‘strategy or planning’ or ‘policy and strategy’ or 
‘business planning’. In the local TQM-based quality model, 
the SAEM, ‘policy and strategy’ is one of the 11 organisational 
criteria (see Figure 1). The criterion refers to how a business 
develops and reviews its plans and actions for each 
activity.27,28,29 This criterion or function, which is referred to as 
SBP in this article, has 10 focus areas, which were explored in 
the study (see Figure 2).30

Strategic business planning is associated with many benefits. 
Some authors noted that SBP gives SMMEs a competitive 
advantage and yet others reported that it results in 
opportunities for external funding and is associated with 
increased growth and business success.31,32,33 Strategic business 
planning is also linked to improved resource efficiency, 
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internal communication, innovative thinking, customer value 
and articulation of organisational goals.34

However, SMMEs do not often implement SBP when 
compared with corporations.35,36,37 According to Gomera 
et al.,38 the key to addressing the problems of poor 
performance and failure by SMMEs effectively is arguably 
the implementation of a strategic planning process. Other 
authors reiterated similar sentiments and that barriers to 
planning constitute lack of long-term vision, lack of time and 
expertise, inadequate knowledge of the planning process and 
reluctance to share strategic plans with employees.39,40

Figure 2 is an example of a self-assessment questionnaire that 
focuses on SBP.

The South African Excellence Model
Most organisations that adopt TQM use TQM-based quality 
models to measure and manage their performance on a 
continuous basis. The EFQM and MBNQA are two of the 
most popularly used quality models worldwide. In South 
Africa, organisations in various sectors and industries use 
the SAEM.41

The SAEM,7,30 which is a hybrid quality model of the EFQM 
and MBNQA models, has the following objectives: 

• To form a basis for the SAEM. 
• To serve as a framework to assist organisations in 

developing their vision and goals for the future in a 
tangible and measurable way.

• To serve as a framework to assist organisations in 
identifying and understanding the systematic nature of 
their business, key linkages and cause-and-effect 
relationships.

• To serve as a diagnostic tool to assess the current health 
of an organisation via a process of self-assessment.

The rationale to focus on SBP as a criterion over other criteria 
is that SBP is critical for and contributes strongly to the success 
of every business. It sets the standard for all other criteria for 
business success. Without this criterion, no achievable goals 
and milestones can be set. Besides, the overall study results 
revealed that the respondents, including those adopting TQM, 
were underperforming as far as business planning was 
concerned. Moreover, interrogation of business profiles 
revealed deficiencies in business planning abilities and risk 
management skills. Strategic business planning ensures 
community responsibility, customer satisfaction, people 
satisfaction, supplier and partner performance and business 
results. Hence, its ranking as priority criterion.

In this study, the SAEM was a critical research instrument 
used to achieve the set research objectives. These objectives 
were achieved through the research methodology to be 
discussed. 

Figure 1 shows the SAEM, which comprises 11 criteria of 
different weightings, six (6) of which are enablers and five (5) 
of which are results. The enablers are leadership, policy and 
strategy, customer and market focus, people management, 
resources and information management and processes. As 
indicated earlier, this article focuses on the SBP (policy and 
strategy) criterion only.

The weighted points below the model for both the enablers 
and results are part of the model. They were assigned during 
the model development and are used as such.

Methodology
Research design
The action research applied incorporated a mixed-methods 
research design in which quantitative and qualitative 
research methods were used together in an integrated 
manner for objectivity and to acquire a deeper understanding 
of how the agricultural enterprises viewed TQM and how 
they performed specifically concerning SBP.

Participants and settings
The population of the study was Agri-SMMEs in the former 
Ciskei and Transkei homelands, referred to as the Western 

Source: Adapted from South African Excellence Foundation (SAEF). Self-assessment 
questionnaire & workbook performance excellence. Pretoria: K & M Print cc.; 2000 

FIGURE 2: The South African Excellence Model matrix chart used to assess the 
performance of the agricultural small-, micro- and medium-sized enterprises 
relevant to the strategic business planning function.30

To be completed by all respondents
Strategic business planning 
How the organisa�on formulates, deploys, reviews and turns policy and strategy 
into plans and ac�ons
Step Score
10 Mission and organisa�on policy statements cover the 

whole of the organisa�on and everyone understands 
them.

9 A process is in place to analyse ‘best-in-class’ strategy 
and modify resultant unit plans to develop and sustain a 
service excellence organisa�on. 

8 The policy and strategy processes are benchmarked.
7 A process is in place to modify policy and strategy based 

on organisa�on and opera�onal informa�on. 
6 A process is in place to assess the con�nuing relevance 

of plans based on organisa�on and opera�onal 
informa�on.

5 The organisa�on has policy statements and strategy that 
cover the 11 performance improvement matrix 
headings. 

4 A process exists, and is reviewed, that promotes a clear 
understanding of the organisa�on’s and unit’s cri�cal 
success factors and policy statements that everyone 
knows and understands.

3 A process is in place to collect relevant external 
informa�on to enable a review of cri�cal success factors 
and organisa�on plans.

2 A process is in place to collect relevant internal 
informa�on to enable a review of cri�cal success factors 
and organisa�on plans.

1 The unit management team has developed a mission 
statement and cri�cal success factors.

Score (Assessment) Descrip�ons and op�ons �
Not started … or little progress across poten�al implementa�on 
area.

0

Some progress … across about ¼ of poten�al implementa�on area. 1
Good progress … across about ½ of poten�al implementa�on area. 2
Substan�al progress … across about ¾ of poten�al implementa�on 
area.

3

Fully achieved … across en�re poten�al implementa�on area. 4
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Eastern Cape (WEC) and the Eastern Eastern Cape (EEC), 
respectively. Accordingly, the unit of analysis was Agri-
SMMEs. 

For this study, the researchers used probability sampling to 
select two sub-samples (i.e. WEC non-TQM adopters and 
EEC non-TQM adopters) to measure the impact of TQM. In 
the case of the WEC TQM adopters, the entire subpopulation 
was included after the exclusion of survivalist Agri-SMMEs.

Subsequent to the above sampling, a sample was selected 
from the two sub-populations in the WEC and EEC regions. 
A total of 93 Agri-SMMEs in the WEC had adopted TQM. 
The majority (72) of these enterprises were very small 
survivalist enterprises, which had noticeably originally been 
established for food security or poverty-alleviation purposes. 
These enterprises were found not suitable for this study and 
were subsequently excluded.

The remaining 21 enterprises (23% of the WEC sub-
population) constituted the sub-sample. The selection 
criterion was a total annual turnover of between R100 000 
and R4 million. The 21 enterprises that had adopted TQM 
were regarded as the treatment sample for the WEC and were 
referred to as WEC TQM adopters.

A control sub-sample of 21 enterprises that had never 
adopted TQM in the WEC was randomly selected using the 
same criteria (i.e. size of total annual turnover or total gross 
asset value or size of full-time workforce). Thus, 42 enterprises 
constituted a research sample in the WEC (21 TQM adopters 
plus 21 non-TQM adopters). 

In the EEC, a total of 84 Agri-SMMEs, which were recorded 
in a database of the EC province’s Department of Agriculture 
and various non-government organisations, was identified to 
be suitable for this study. In this region, where TQM had 
never been adopted, 25 non-TQM adopters were randomly 
selected as a sub-sample using the selection criteria. In total, 
67 Agri-SMMEs were, therefore, selected from the two sub-
populations, that is, 42 enterprises from the WEC and 25 
from the EEC.

Table 1 summarises the sub-populations and sub-samples 
from the EEC and WEC regions comprising the study area. 
The EEC had never adopted the TQM/SAEM, whilst the 
WEC had 41 non-TQM adopters.

Reliability and validity
Reliability and validity checks were applied to the research 
instruments. Cronbach’s alpha for all three groups of 

respondents was 0.8518, 0.7979 and 0.8172, respectively, the 
average being 0.8223. A Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of above 
0.7 indicates an acceptable degree of reliability.42 This study 
also upheld internal, external and content validity that is 
advocated by other authors.43,44,45

Data collection
The internationally recognised SAEM was used to collect 
qualitative and quantitative data from Agri-SMMEs in the 
WEC that had adopted the TQM approach and from the 
WEC and EEC Agri-SMMEs that had not adopted TQM.

Data were collected by means of a questionnaire, semi-
structured interviews and direct observation. One part of the 
questionnaire was self-administered to collect demographic 
data, whilst the other part comprised the internationally 
recognised SAEM self-assessment matrix chart that was used 
to establish the extent of implementation of TQM on 10 focus 
areas of SBP. Face-to-face semi-structured interviews were 
used to acquire a deeper understanding of the respondents’ 
perceptions of TQM and SBP. Direct observation was used as 
a means of supporting the answers to the questions by 
relating the analysis derived from the quantitative 
questionnaire and qualitative interviews. This instrument 
ensured that reliability measures were applied when 
collecting data. Observations included consent from the 
respondents prior to taking pictures, gathering of field notes 
and verification of the authenticity of documents, accuracy of 
measure and completeness of the documents.

Data analysis
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS)Version 17 was 
used to perform descriptive statistical analysis for central 
tendency. The mean scores of the SBP criterion of the SAEM 
were computed and analysed to determine the SBP 
performance of both the WEC TQM adopters and non-TQM 
adopters, as well as the EEC Agri-SMMEs on the scale of the 
SAEM self-assessment matrix chart. Analysis of variance 
was used to determine whether there were significant 
differences in the mean performance scores of the SBP 
criterion amongst and within the three research subsamples.

Non-parametric statistics were used to elucidate the 
outcomes of the parametric t-test.46,47 Accordingly, Mann-
Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis H tests were used to compare 
variables of the demographic data and mean performance 
scores of the SBP.

The qualitative data from the semi-structured interviews 
were analysed using content analysis. The analysis used key 
issues and themes from the semi-structured interviews. 

Findings
This section presents the demographic data and the extent of 
orientation of the enterprises towards TQM, as well as the 
SBP performance of the enterprises. These findings resulted 

TABLE 1: Agricultural small-, micro- and medium-sized enterprises setting table.
EC Agri-SMMEs Total

EEC (former Transkei) WEC (former Ciskei) EC
84 non-TQM adopters 93 TQM + 41 non-TQM 

adopters
218

Subsample 25 Treatment sample 21 Control sample 21 67

Agri-SMMEs, agricultural small-, micro- and medium-sized enterprises; EEC, the Eastern 
Eastern Cape; WEC, Western Eastern Cape; TQM, total quality management.
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from a 100% response rate owing to the physical presence of 
the research team on research sites when a questionnaire was 
being administered.

Respondents’ demographic profile
The respondents’ demographic profile collected from a 
structured questionnaire included: age, gender, level of 
education, work experience and enterprise size. 

Age
Most of the enterprises of WEC TQM adopters (28.6%) and 
non-TQM adopters (23.8%), and EEC non-TQM adopters 
(24.0%) were operated by owners or managers. These operators 
were within the age groups 41–45, 46–50 and 51–55 years, 
respectively. In all three age groups, none of the respondents 
were younger than 35 years or older than 75 years. It is 
envisaged that the farming population could drop drastically 
with time.48 Therefore, the need to encourage participation of 
youth in agribusiness cannot be stressed enough.

Gender composition
The majority of respondents in all three research sub-samples 
were male. In the WEC, 66.7% of the enterprises that had 
adopted TQM were owned by males, whilst 76.2% of those 
that had not adopted TQM were also owned by males. In the 
EEC, 80% of the enterprises studied were owned by males. 
These results reflected the male dominance in the agricultural 
sector.49

Level of education
In the WEC, 47.6% (n = 10) of TQM adopters and 9.5% (n = 2) 
of non-TQM adopters had completed grades 8–11/N1–N2, 
whilst the comparative percentage in the EEC was 12.0% 
(n = 3). In the WEC, 38.1% (n = 8) of the adopters and 42.9% 
(n = 9) of the non-adopters had completed grade 12/N3 and 
in the EEC 32.0% (n = 8) of the non-adopters had completed 
these levels. National technical certificates (N1, N2, N3 and 
higher) are vocational qualifications that one can choose to 
study at Technical and Vocational Education and Training 
(TVET) colleges. In the WEC, 47.6% (n = 10) of the adopters 
and 9.5% (n = 2) of the non-adopters had a diploma or 
bachelor’s degree, whilst this percentage was 36.0% (n = 9) 
amongst the non-adopters in the EEC.

In all three groups, the respondents’ educational 
qualifications ranged between grade 8 and a master’s 
degree. In addition, in all three groups, the majority of the 
respondents held diplomas or bachelor’s degrees. These 
diplomas and bachelor’s degrees included agricultural 
management, business management, teacher’s diplomas 
and law. It was noticed that the respondents’ level of 
education differed according to the type of the core 
business, with respondents in citrus enterprises being the 
most educated. For example, 86.0% (n = 6) of the respondents 
in citrus enterprises had diplomas in crop production, 
whilst 14.0% (n = 1) had master’s degrees in economics.

The respondents’ higher level of education could be 
attributed in part to the elimination of survivalist enterprises 
that are commonly run by people with a limited literacy 
level. In a study that included survivalist enterprises, Kwaru 
and Gogela50 found that only 16.9% of the 293 participants 
had a diploma or degree. Furthermore, 29.4%, 37.5% and 
16.2% of the participants had completed grade 12, grades 
8–11 and grade 7 and below, respectively. In a study amongst 
the agricultural workforce in the EC, Jacobs et al.51 found 
that 91.26% had educational qualifications below grade 12. 
These findings indicated that not much had changed in the 
education levels of workers in the agricultural sector of the 
EC province since the conduct of a previous similar study. 

Work experience of respondents
In the WEC, 52.4% of TQM adopters and 47.6% of non-TQM 
adopters had 5–7 years’ work experience in the agricultural 
sector, whilst 44.0% of the non-TQM adopters in the EEC had 
5–7 years of work experience. Those with more than 11 years 
of work experience were 28.6%, 23.8% and 28.0%, respectively. 

The respondents who had more years of work experience in 
the business were expected to perform better than those who 
had fewer years of experience. In all fields, experienced 
owners or managers are expected to perform better by 
making use of experiential knowledge that can be acquired 
through personal experience, amongst other things.52,53

Size of the agricultural small-, micro- and medium-sized 
enterprises
In the National Small Business Act 102 of 1996, the size of 
enterprises in the agricultural sector is classified in terms of 
either annual turnover, gross assets or the size of the full-
time workforce.54

In terms of annual turnover, the majority of the enterprises in 
all three groups studied were categorised as very small, that 
is, 61.9% and 42.9% of WEC TQM adopters and non-TQM 
adopters, respectively, and 44.0% of EEC enterprises (see 
Figure 3).

Performance in strategic business planning
This section discusses the extent of SBP performance amongst 
the enterprises studied. These results were collected from 
self-assessment interviews.

Generally, all three enterprise groups, be it TQM adopters or 
non-TQM adopters, performed very poorly in the 10 SBP 
focus areas listed in Figure 2.

Against a maximum performance score of 17, WEC TQM 
adopters and non-TQM adopters, and EEC non-TQM adopters 
had performance scores of 3.58, 4.03 and 3.77, respectively (see 
Table 2).

Table 3 shows very poor performance scores for WEC TQM 
adopters and non-TQM adopters and EEC non-TQM 
adopters, namely 21.07%, 23.69% and 22.20%, respectively. 
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The average achievement percentage for all the respondents 
was 22.32% against a total achievement percentage of 100%.

Table 4 shows the results of the Mann-Whitney U test and 
that of the Kruskal-Wallis H test. 

The Mann-Whitney U test was used to explain the outcomes 
of the parametric t-test, whilst the Kruskal-Wallis H test was 
used to compare variables of the demographic and business 
profiles, as well as the mean performance scores of the 11 
criteria from the three research sub-samples. 

The p value of 0.15 results in the business planning criterion 
showed no statistical significance (p > 0.05) in the difference in 
poor or no performance of the three enterprise groups. The 
respondents’ underperformance in business planning 
indicated severely limited skills relevant to that function. 
There is notably a constraining business culture of not planning 
amongst the respondents. Total quality management and the 

SAEM involving an educational and training process that 
would change organisational cultures and build the necessary 
capacities offer excellent mechanisms to address the challenges 
being experienced concerning planning and risk management.

In similar local studies conducted in the education sector 
and military service using the excellence model, Ferreira8 
and Eygelaar,9 respectively, reported higher achievement 
percentages of 44.0% and 30.0%. In contrast, Ladzani55 
found a low value of 12% in the local construction industry.

The findings on poor enterprise performance concerning the 
SBP function reflected the limited progress amongst enterprises 
in implementing the 10 focal areas of this function (Figure 4a).

TABLE 4: Results of the Mann-Whitney U and Kruskal-Wallis H tests for 
comparing the business planning performance scores of Western Eastern Cape 
total quality management adopters and non- total quality management 
adopters, and Eastern Eastern Cape respondents.
Test Statistical components Business planning

Mann-Whitney U Mann-Whitney U 163.50
Wilcoxon W 394.50
Z -1.44
p-value (2-tailed) 0.15

Kruskal-Wallis H Chi-Square 2.29
Df 2
Asymp. Sig. 0.32
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FIGURE 4: The respondents’ (a) scale of progress made in business planning (b) 
most critical focal areas for improvement in ‘business planning’.

TABLE 2: Results of the regions’ strategic business planning performance scores.
Regions Adopters Variable Score  

WEC enterprise TQM Mean 3.58
s.d. 1.64
SE 0.36

Non-TQM Mean 4.03
s.d. 1.52
SE 0.33

EEC enterprise Non-TQM Mean 3.77
s.d. 1.56
SE 0.31

Max score - - 17.00

EEC, the Eastern Eastern Cape; WEC, Western Eastern Cape; TQM, total quality management; 
SE, standard error; s.d., standard deviation.

TABLE 3: Business planning achievement percentages of respondents in the 
Western Eastern Cape and Eastern Eastern Cape regions.
Regions Adopters Score  

WEC enterprise TQM 21.07
Non-TQM 23.69

EEC enterprise Non-TQM 22.20
Total - 100.00

EEC, the Eastern Eastern Cape; WEC, Western Eastern Cape; TQM, total quality management.
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FIGURE 3: Distinction of the regions’ enterprises according to their annual turnover.
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Figure 4b depicts the five focal areas needing the most urgent 
attention and the percentage of participating respondents who 
had identified these focal areas. These focal areas, described in 
Figure 2, are (3) a process in place to collect relevant external 
information to enable a review of critical success factors and 
organisation plans; (5) the organisation with policy statements 
and strategies that cover the 11 performance improvement 
matrix headings; (7) a process in place to modify policies and 
strategies as a result of organisation and operational 
information; (8) the policy and strategy processes that are 
benchmarked and (9) a process in place to analyse ‘best-in-
class’ strategy and modify resultant unit plans to develop and 
sustain a service excellence organisation.

Face-to-face semi-structured interviews were used to acquire a 
deeper understanding of the respondents’ perceptions of 
TQM and SBP. The interaction with the respondents during the 
semi-structured interviews, transect walks and participant 
observation sessions revealed that lack of business planning 
abilities and risk management skills had complementary 
effects in frustrating the operations in several enterprises.

Semi-structured interviews further revealed a number of risk 
factors that were apparently caused by poor or no business 
planning. These potentially devastating risk factors were 
climate, stock losses because of theft and lack of sufficient 
markets. One of the root causes of poor or no SBP was a lack 
of business planning skills.

The results of the structured quantitative interviews showed 
that, when asked to rate their business planning skills on a 
scale of very weak to strong, 52.0% of the respondents in all 
three groups indicated poor business planning skills (either 
as very weak or weak). Yet, business planning is such a 
critical component of TQM that it features in many 
internationally recognised business excellence models rooted 
in the TQM philosophy.

Using both quantitative and qualitative methods complemented 
each other by delivering objective results. Direct observation 
when these two approaches were used further strengthened 
the authenticity of the results.

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to investigate the current state 
of implementation of the TQM programme amongst selected 
Agri-SMMEs in the EC and their orientation towards TQM. 
The study further sought to identify the reasons for success 
or failure concerning the implementation of TQM and to 
make recommendations based on the findings.

In this study, the SAEM was used to collect qualitative and 
quantitative data from Agri-SMMEs in the selected regions 
of the study area. Self-assessment questionnaires were used 
to collect quantitative data, whilst face-to-face semi-
structured interviews were used to collect qualitative data. 
Measures taken to achieve reliable results from the 
questionnaires and semi-structured interviews included 

direct observations and examination of internal documents. 
All the research instruments were used concurrently on the 
same day the research team visited the Agri-SMMEs.

The results from the application of the SAEM for self-
assessment indicated that the respondents, including the 
TQM adopters, were underperforming in SPB. The study 
revealed that the baseline data for the performance of 
business planning specifically were the lowest (22.32%) 
against the world-class standard of 100%. Moreover, the 
outcomes of face-to-face interviews revealed deficiencies in 
business planning abilities.

The respondents’ underperformance in business planning 
indicated severely limited skills to perform this function. The 
relatively smaller enterprises were worst affected, notably 
because of a constraining business culture of not planning 
and a lack of resources and expertise to perform the function 
effectively. The positive and strong correlation between 
planning behaviour and firm size obliged the respondents56 
to emphasise that lack of planning for quality was one of the 
barriers to successful implementation of TQM-based quality 
models.

Observation of and interaction with the respondents revealed 
that lack of business planning abilities had the complementary 
effect of frustrating the operations of several enterprises. Put 
differently, the basic and fundamental business planning 
questions of when, how, what and produced for whom failed to 
be considered appropriately, for example, in respect of when 
there was a tendency amongst producers of vegetables and 
field crops to flood markets with farm produce in summer 
when the production conditions were more favourable, with 
resultant unwanted surpluses that fetched poor prices or ran 
to waste. Conversely, in winter when the production conditions 
were less favourable, there would be limited supplies of farm 
produce whilst good prices would be offered by the markets, 
with the result that enterprises would find it difficult to make 
the most of the available business opportunity. 

The negative effects of a lack of business planning and risk 
management skills, with the additional lack of entrepreneurial 
skills, were also experienced in livestock enterprises. The 
limitation of these skills amongst operators of SMMEs in 
non-agricultural sectors in South Africa has also been echoed 
by other authors.57,58,59

Reasons for failure to implement TQM revealed in the study 
ranged from lack of funds and resources to management and 
physical barriers. The findings confirmed those of previous 
studies that reported that cultural barriers and lack of 
management are considered the most critical barriers to 
quality management. These are all leadership-related 
problems. The studies further confirmed that the main physical 
barriers to the successful implementation of TQM are 
inadequate infrastructure, inadequate financial resources and 
geographically dispersed sites.60,61 This study found that soft 
skills and resources were needed to deal with the management 
and physical barriers amongst the Agri-SMMEs studied.

http://www.td-sa.net


Page 9 of 10 Original Research

http://www.td-sa.net Open Access

It was furthermore found that, generally, the business 
planning performance of relatively bigger enterprises was 
better than that of their smaller counterparts in that high 
capital investment and risk make such planning imperative 
in bigger enterprises. Such enterprises consequently had 
comprehensive short- to long-term business plans. 

In contrast, some of the smaller enterprises had short-term 
informal and or verbal business plans. Wang et al.62 found 
that formal planners put more emphasis on setting goals than 
their informal counterparts who tend to view formal goals 
and ideals as less important. Lack of formal business plans 
also constrains prosperity because an enterprise cannot 
access credit from local financing institutions such as the 
Eastern Cape Rural Development Agency and the Eastern 
Cape Development Co-operation without such a plan.

Conclusions and recommendations
There is a strong notion in the literature that business planning 
is one of the functions that determines the path and future 
direction of any business, irrespective of its size and purpose. 
Contrary to this notion, the Agri-SMMEs studied were found 
to be dismally underperforming in this function, irrespective 
of whether they had adopted the TQM approach. The baseline 
data from the three groups studied underlined this fact. 

This business conduct is characteristic of many businesses in 
the SMME band in many parts of the world. In this study, it 
presented itself as a barrier to successful implementation of 
the TQM amongst those Agri-SMMEs that had adopted the 
framework.

To turn around this situation, practical recommendations 
include the immediate implementation of interventions to 
address the problem of shortage of the necessary skills. These 
interventions should include training in business management 
skills that focus on TQM and performance excellence. All 
Agri-SMME role-players should commit themselves to 
implement excellence models. Such role-players should 
include Agri-SMME practitioners, agricultural extension 
officers, provincial and national agricultural departments and 
all suppliers of agricultural products and services. To further 
encourage the use of excellence models, annual competitions 
with reward incentives for performance excellence should be 
held at both provincial and national levels. 

One of the limitations of the study was that it only focused on 
the business area of the Agri-SMME band. It did not explore 
agriculture as a discipline and excluded large-scale commercial 
agricultural enterprises and micro survivalists. Recommended 
areas for future research include an action research approach 
to TQM in Agri-SMMEs and an investigation into the 
suitability of TQM for relatively smaller agribusinesses.
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