
BIROn - Birkbeck Institutional Research Online

Bai, S. and Zhang, X. and Han, Chunjia and Yu, D. (2023) Research
on the influence mechanism of organic food attributes on customer trust.
Sustainability 15 (8), ISSN 2071-1050.

Downloaded from: https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/id/eprint/51005/

Usage Guidelines:
Please refer to usage guidelines at https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/policies.html or alternatively
contact lib-eprints@bbk.ac.uk.

https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/id/eprint/51005/
https://eprints.bbk.ac.uk/policies.html
mailto:lib-eprints@bbk.ac.uk


Citation: Bai, S.; Zhang, X.; Han, C.;

Yu, D. Research on the Influence

Mechanism of Organic Food

Attributes on Customer Trust.

Sustainability 2023, 15, 6733. https://

doi.org/10.3390/su15086733

Academic Editors: Dacinia

Crina Petrescu, Philippe Burny and

Ruxandra Malina Petrescu-Mag

Received: 21 February 2023

Revised: 27 March 2023

Accepted: 8 April 2023

Published: 17 April 2023

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

sustainability

Article

Research on the Influence Mechanism of Organic Food
Attributes on Customer Trust
Shizhen Bai 1, Xiaochen Zhang 1, Chunjia Han 2,* and Dingyao Yu 1

1 School of Management, Harbin University of Commerce, Harbin 150028, China; baishzh1962@126.com (S.B.);
zxc12250524@163.com (X.Z.)

2 School of Management, Birkbeck, University of London, London WC1E 7HX, UK
* Correspondence: chunjia.han@bbk.ac.uk

Abstract: Based on the quality level that consumers can discover at various stages, the literature
summary divides organic food attributes into three categories: trust, search, and experience. This
paper deeply analyzes the internal relationship among the search attribute, trust attribute, and
perceived quality and the mechanism of effect on customer trust. After distributing and collecting
310 consumers’ valid questionnaires, the research hypotheses were empirically tested utilizing a
structural equation model and mediation effect test. The research results indicate that: (1) The food
safety attribute and nutritional content attribute in the organic food trust attribute have positive
effects on the perceived quality and customer trust. (2) The price and label in the organic food search
attribute positively affect the perceived quality, i.e., the price harms customer trust, while the label
has no significant effect on customer trust. Perceived quality plays a mediating role between the trust
attributes, search attribute, and customer trust, i.e., the price and label indirectly affect customer trust
through perceived quality. (3) The perceived quality of organic food positively affects customer trust.
The results provide an important theoretical basis for enterprises to implement effective strategies to
enhance consumers’ trust in organic food.

Keywords: organic food; perceived quality; search attribute; trust attribute; customer trust

1. Introduction

Based on the definitions and concepts presented in the “Principles of Organic Agricul-
ture” and “Organic Certification Standards” by the International Federation of Organic Agri-
culture (IFOAM), organic food requires strict checks and procedural controls throughout
the production, processing, certification, and sale processes [1]. These must be performed
in accordance with the requirements of organic agricultural production and corresponding
standards. The Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Affairs of the People’s Republic of China
has issued the document “Interpretation of Pollution-Free Agricultural Products, Green and
Organic Food,” which states that strict quality management, production process control, and
tracking systems must be established during the production and processing of organic food.
Additionally, organic food must be certified by a legal organic food certification agency [2].

The “Suggestions on Formulating the Fourteenth Five-Year Plan for National Economic and
Social Development and the Long-term Goals for 2035,” which was passed during the Fifth
Plenary Session of the 19th Central Committee of the Communist Party of China on 29
October 2020, emphasized the importance of promoting consumption and strengthening
its role in driving economic development. The plan called for efforts to keep up with the
trend of consumption upgrading, to enhance traditional consumption, and to cultivate new
forms of consumption. The plan also aimed to promote the development of consumption
towards green, healthy, and safe options. In recent years, due to concerns about food safety,
consumers have turned their attention toward organic food.

On 25 April 2016, the Minister of Environmental Protection Chen Jining delivered
a report on the state of the environment in 2015 to the 20th meeting of the Standing
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Committee of the Twelfth National People’s Congress. The report pointed out that the
current environmental protection situation in the country was still very severe, that the
carrying capacity of resources and the environment had reached or even approached
the upper limit, and that the ecological environment was extremely polluted, which had
become a bottleneck in building a well-off society in an all-round way. It can be seen that
the problem of environmental pollution in our country has become very prominent. The
most direct externalities brought about by the pollution of the agricultural production
environment are the pollution of agricultural products and the pollution of processed foods
that use agricultural products as raw materials. Therefore, food safety should be paid more
attention to. In recent years, consumers have turned their attention to organic food due to
increasing concerns about food safety, and because of its green, ecological, pollution-free,
safe, and other labels, organic food is sought after and has become synonymous with a
high-quality life.

Organic food consumption and market development have increasingly become hot
issues that academic circles continue to pay attention to, and customer trust is the key to that
market development. Compared with traditional food, organic food adopts natural and
ecological production methods, and it has the advantages of protecting the environment,
nature, health, safety, and so on. As a new product, organic food is in the introduction
period of the product life cycle. Under the new normal, with the upgrading of the consumer
demand structure, the organic market will become a huge potential market, and consumer
demand will be the engine of its growth. Consumers are willing to buy organic food at a
high price, on the one hand, for their own safety considerations, and on the other hand,
to contribute to environmental protection. The organic industry is a sunrise industry, and
organic products are becoming the focus of high-income groups. Although the production
and development of organic food are in their infancy, it has a high development potential
since the demand for high-quality organic food is steadily increasing.

To cope with market interests, however, problems such as confusing concepts, fake
products, expired certifications, and the lowering of standards continue to emerge, and the
organic product market is facing a severe crisis of confidence.

The reason for this is that, on the one hand, the development of the organic food
industry is not standardized, and the implementation, supervision, and management of
organic certification and the enforcement of penalties are insufficient; On the other hand,
ordinary consumers have misunderstandings towards organic food and blind choices,
which have contributed to the arrogance of some unscrupulous merchants.

Nevertheless, food safety has always been a global issue, and the problem is even more
acute in many developing countries. According to relevant research results, food safety risks
are mainly caused by market failures due to information asymmetry. Suppliers often take
advantage of the information asymmetry between themselves and consumers to deceive
and for other opportunistic behaviors. Consequently, customers’ rights and interests are
usually challenging to protect fully, and customers’ trust in merchants gradually decreases.
Customers’ lack of trust in merchants has become an important factor restricting the entry of
organic food into the market. In response to these problems, most of the existing literature
studies the influence on purchase intention or willingness to pay from the perspective
of food safety, nutritional content, price, label, and other attributes of organic food [3].
Few studies have examined customer trust from the perspective of organic food attributes.
Meanwhile, the current research on the impact of customer trust mainly focuses on the
product certification label, brand, level of information detail, etc. [4], but the research on
the influence of the trust attribute and search attribute of organic food on customer trust is
still limited.

In addition, perceived quality, an essential intermediate-state variable in the consumer
shopping process, is a crucial antecedent affecting customer trust. Research on perceived
quality, i.e., a customer’s subjective judgment of a product’s overall superiority, is also a
particular brand association.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 6733 3 of 14

However, most of the existing research focuses on consumers’ perceived quality
and purchase intention of online shopping [5], while there is still a lack of research on
the impact of the perceived quality of organic food on customer trust, and the internal
relationship between them. Therefore, given the deficiencies in the existing research, this
research incorporates the search attribute, trust attribute, perceived quality, and customer
trust in the attribute of organic food into a theoretical research model. This research
comprehensively discusses the internal relationship between the search attribute, trust
attribute, perceived quality, and their mechanism of effect on customer trust, puts forward
reasonable assumptions, and empirically tests them with 301 actual data.

This research helps reveal the relationship between the influencing factors of customer
trust, and how the influence path is analyzed, while the mechanism of action is explored.
At the same time, the research results can provide a theoretical basis for improving cus-
tomers’ trust in organic food; thus improving the business performance and competitive
advantage of enterprises, which have a positive and practical significance for regulating
the development of the organic food market.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Organic Food Attribute

According to the level of quality that consumers can find at different stages according
to the level of quality, organic food attributes are divided into three categories: the trust
attribute, search attribute, and experience attribute [6]. The trust attribute concerns how
consumers cannot judge after purchasing or consuming [6]. The search and experience
attributes are attributes that consumers can judge before and after consuming a product,
respectively. The trust attribute of organic food includes food safety, the nutritional content,
environmental protection, animal friendliness, ecological welfare, etc. The search attribute
includes the size, label, color, and price, etc., while the experience attribute includes taste,
durability, etc. [6]. The research on the attributes of organic food in the literature can
be summarized into the following two aspects: one studies the relationship between the
attributes of organic food and the other is purchase intention [7].

2.2. Trust Attribute

Plank recognized that consumer trust could have multiple referents—the salesperson,
product, and company—and accordingly defined trust as a global belief on the part of
the buyer that the salesperson, product, and company will fulfill their obligations as
understood by the buyer [8]. Researchers define trust as a calculus-based calculation that is
ongoing and market-oriented. This economic evaluation determines the value of creating
and sustaining a relationship against the cost of severing it [9]. In 1973, Darby and Karni
proposed that there are certain product qualities that are difficult for the average consumer
to verify. This may be due to a lack of technical expertise to assess the product’s true
performance or to diagnose their own need for the product or service. In some cases, it
may be uneconomical or difficult to diagnose a need separately from filling the need at
the same time. These qualities were coined as “credence” [10]. The point made by Gary T.
Ford is that credence qualities are impossible to verify once a product or service has been
purchased or consumed [11]. In summary, current scholars do not have a clear definition
for the concepts of trust and credence. This study tends to adopt the concept of trust, which
is considered to be more relevant to the topic of this study.

2.3. Search Attribute

An experimental study in Germany by Meike Janssen (2018) showed that product
health and environmental attributes are critical factors in organic buying behavior [12].
Food quality and safety are the main drivers driving organic food purchases and consump-
tion [13].

Gracia et al. (2008) demonstrated that consumers’ perceived benefits from organic
food’s health and environmental attributes would significantly increase the demand for
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organic food in Italy [14]. A second study was to study the relationship between organic
food attributes and a willingness to pay and a willingness to pay for premiums. For
example, Zheng Mingfu (2016) found that the amount consumers are willing to pay for
organic rice is influenced by consumers’ evaluations of organic rice in terms of the food
safety and environmental protection attributes [15].

Li Xiang et al. (2015) observed that consumers’ willingness to pay for different organic
certification labels varies significantly, with the highest willingness to pay being for EU
organic labels, Brazilian organic labels, Japanese organic labels, and Chinese organic
labels [16].

Most of the existing literature studies the influence on purchase intention or willing-
ness to pay from the perspective of food safety, nutritional content, price, label, and other
attributes of organic food. Few studies have examined customer trust from the perspective
of organic food attributes. For companies, consumers need to believe in the benefits of
organic food, and it is imperative to study the antecedents of customer trust. Thus, this
study explores the formation mechanism of customer trust from the perspective of organic
food attributes. Consumers often sacrifice food taste and freshness in favor of health-related
attributes [17]. Factors motivating consumers to buy organic foods range from the trust
attribute to the search attribute to the experience attribute [18]. Therefore, this paper will
further explore the influence of the two dimensions of the trust attribute, namely, food
safety and nutritional content, and the two dimensions of the search attribute, namely, the
price, and label, on customer trust and its mechanism of action.

2.4. Perceived Quality

Kostas Stylidis believes that perceived quality is a crucial aspect of product devel-
opment that determines the success of the design. Perceived quality evaluation can be
significantly enhanced at all stages of product development [19]. Lamonaca E. emphasizes
that the inclusion of specific information on food labels enhances the perception of organic
food as being healthy, safe, and environmentally sustainable. Consumers’ perceptions of
organic food increases with the amount of information provided on the food labels [20].

2.5. Customer Trust

Customer trust refers to a belief, feeling, or expectation of loyalty to a trading partner
and is shaped by the integrity and competence of the trading partner [21]. There are two
main aspects of the research on customer trust in the existing literature. One focuses
on studying the influence of customer trust on the willingness to consume organic food.
For example, Zheng Mingfu (2018) found that consumers’ trust levels in organic labels
have a significant positive impact on their willingness to pay for organic food [22]. Yuan
Xiaohui et al. (2021) pointed out that trust is essential in determining consumers’ organic
food consumption behaviors, and that the lack of trust will limit consumers’ purchasing
behaviors [23]. The second focuses on studying the influence of external cues on customer
trust. For example, Essoussi et al. (2008) believe that product certification labels, brands,
and the level of information detail can reduce product uncertainty, thereby helping to
increase consumer trust [24].

Yin Shijiu et al. (2013) proposed that authentication knowledge significantly impacts
consumer trust [25]. Vermeir and Verbeke (2006) indicated that consumers’ confidence in
food safety could be restored through traceability information, certification labels, etc. [26].
Liu Yuxiang’s (2013) research shows that marketing methods, consumption channels,
brands, and certifications impact on the degree of trust [27]. Liang (2016) observed that
certification sources and systems affect consumer trust and purchase intention [28].

To sum up, the existing literature on the influence of customer trust mainly focuses on
the product’s certification label, brand, and information detail level.

There is still limited research on the influence of the trust attribute and the search
attribute of organic food on customer trust. Customer trust is a fundamental condition for
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developing the organic food market. At present, it is particularly important for merchants
to encourage more trust from consumers in the benefits of organic food.

Therefore, this paper studies the influence of the organic food trust attribute and
search attribute on customer trust and it explores the antecedent variables that enhance
customer trust, which are of great significance for promoting organic food consumption.
Most empirical studies have explored the importance of trust but have not systematically
analyzed which attributes of organic foods influence consumer trust and the mechanisms
by which it works. This is the further focus of this study.

3. Methodology
3.1. Elements Research Approach

Cue utilization theory states that consumers judge the quality of a product through
internal and external cues [29]. The cue utilization theory suggests that in order to minimize
risk, consumers may use different cues (e.g., price, brand name, advertising, color, etc.)
as indicators of the product or service quality. As a result, relying on one or more cue
is considered a strategy for risk reduction [30]. Qiuzhen Wang’s research explores how
different types of cues, within different scopes, interact to affect consumer product quality
evaluations under different levels of involvement. Wang suggests that the cues people use
in their decision-making processes are dependent on their level of involvement with a prod-
uct [31]. According to Kauffman and Wiggins, it was found that consumers’ environmental
attitudes and health consciousness were strongly associated with the intention to purchase
organic food [32]. For organic food, the internal cues include appearance, color, shape,
structure, etc. [33]. External cues include the price, brand name, label, etc. [33]. Based on
the cue utilization theory, this study uses food safety, the nutritional content, price, and
label to form perceived quality and, finally, customer trust by evaluating the trust attribute
and the search attribute of organic food. The theoretical model is shown in Figure 1.
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3.2. Research Hypothesis

Consumers do not have an overall perception of organic food but rather a quality
assessment of organic food attributes [29]. Based on the cue utilization theory, we know that
organic food attributes are quality signals of organic food [29]. We assume that consumers
judge the quality of organic food through the food safety attribute. Consumers believe
organic food is safer than regular food because organic food is grown safer and more
environmentally friendly [34]; therefore, we infer that the food safety attribute of organic
food also affects customer trust.

H1: Food safety attribute of organic food has a positive impact on (a) the perceived quality and (b)
customer trust.

If organic food contains more nutrition than conventional food, consumers still tend
to believe that organic food is healthier and more nutritious than conventional food [35]. A
study by Kozup et al. (2003) found that good nutritional information and health claims led
consumers to have a positive attitude toward food [36]; therefore, the nutritional content
serves as a clue to cause consumers to perceive that the food is of a high quality, which
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improves consumer attitudes. At the same time, consumers have a positive attitude towards
organic food, which will lead to positive behavior, which means that consumers are more
likely to believe in organic food. Therefore, we assume:

H2: The nutritional content attribute of organic food has a positive effect on (a) the perceived quality
and (b) customer trust.

Price is related to consumer affordability; therefore, it is often a factor to consider
in organic food consumption research. Consumers tend to interpret high prices as good
quality indicators, and there is a positive relationship between the price and quality. For
example, Lobo and Chen (2012) found that Chinese consumers preferred expensive im-
ported food, believing that expensive imported products were of a better quality and were
more trustworthy [37]. While organic food is generally more expensive than regular food,
we infer that the price positively impacts the perceived quality and creates more trust in
organic food.

H3: The price attribute of organic food has a positive effect on (a) the perceived quality and (b)
customer trust.

Organic and regular food is not significantly different in appearance, and consumers
often rely on labels to differentiate between organic and regular food. Labels as external
cues can effectively help consumers judge the quality of organic food [38]. Smed et al.
(2013) found that trust in organic label information improves actual organic purchasing
behavior [39]. Organic food labels can convey important information, such as how organic
food is produced to consumers, reduce information asymmetry, and improve consumers’
trust in organic food. Therefore, we assume:

H4: The label attribute of organic food has a positive impact on (a) the perceived quality and (b)
customer trust.

Consumers perceive a higher quality of organic food and are more willing to believe
in the benefits of organic food. Wei Sheng et al. (2020) found that the perceived quality
of organic food has a positive effect on the willingness to pay a premium price for it [40].
This shows that consumers’ perceived quality of organic food has improved, and that they
believe in the benefits of organic food, thus, are willing to pay a premium for organic
food; therefore, we believe that the perceived quality is an important factor in enhancing
customer trust. That is, the perceived quality has a positive impact on customer trust.
Therefore, we assume:

H5: Perceived quality has a positive impact on customer trust.

4. Research Design
4.1. Research Site and Sample Characteristics

Selecting an appropriate and representative safety-certified food market and cor-
responding consumer groups is the key to the in-depth study of consumers’ trust in
safety-certified food. Heilongjiang is the first region in the country to develop organic food.
In 2021, the number of organic food products in Heilongjiang, for example, totaled 821,
accounting for 17.9% of the total number of certified organic food products in the country,
thus ranking first in the country. The green and organic food certification area reaches
88.16 million mu, accounting for 20% of the country. Organic food has, consequently,
become Heilongjiang’s greatest wealth and greatest advantage.

Heilongjiang is one of the important safety certification food markets in mainland
China; therefore, choosing this area to carry out research can better reflect the basic issues
such as consumer behavior, market characteristics, and development trends in China’s
safety-certified food market. For this reason, this study launched a survey in Harbin, the
capital city of Heilongjiang Province. In order to test the hypothesis, this study collected
data from interviews with consumers near the organic vegetable stalls in the Harbin Food
Chain Supermarket (Aijian) and the Harxin Food Chain Supermarket (Shimao Store). The
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areas where the questionnaires were released were only for Harbin City, in Heilongjiang
Province. A total of 352 questionnaires were distributed, including 200 questionnaires
for the Aijian Store and 152 questionnaires for the Shimao Store. There were 301 valid
questionnaires, including 182 from the Aijian Store and 119 from the Shimao Store. The
return rate of valid questionnaires was 85.5%.

The sample data included five main aspects: gender, age, educational background,
occupation, and personal monthly income. The following basic information can be seen in
Table 1.

Table 1. Sample characteristics table.

Variable Frequency % Variable Frequency %

Gender Occupation

Male 116 38.5 Commercial and service personnel 59 19.6

Female 185 61.5 Professionals such as lawyers,
teachers, doctors 30 10.0

Age Student 131 43.5

21–30 years 192 63.8 State organ cadres 15 5.0

31–40 years 47 15.6 Others 66 21.9

41–50 years 35 11.6 Personal monthly income
(or monthly living expenses)

Over 51 years 10 3.3 CNY 1000 and below 56 18.6

Education background CNY 1001–3000 96 31.9

Junior high school and below 19 6.3 CNY 3001–5000 62 20.6

High school or secondary school 32 10.6 CNY 5001–8000 47 15.6

College or Undergraduate 214 71.1 CNY 8001–10,000 20 6.6

Graduate and above 36 12.0 More than CNY 10,000 20 6.6

1© Sample gender structure: of the 301 respondents, 116 were male and 185 were
female, accounting for 38.5% and 61.5% of the sample, respectively, with fewer male
respondents than female respondents. Considering that women tend to be more involved
in household chores such as grocery shopping and cooking, the gender structure of the
sample is more in line with the actual situation.

2© The age structure of the sample: of the 301 respondents, 192, 47, 35, and 10 were
aged 21–30, 31–40, 41–50, and 51 and above, accounting for 63.8%, 15.6%, 11.6%, and 3.3%
of the sample, respectively, with 91% of the respondents aged 21–30, 31–40, and 41–50.
Considering that the price of organic food is much higher compared to ordinary food
and that consumers in the 21–50 years old range have the strongest ability to accept new
things and consumption and are the main consumers of high-end consumption, this is
more consistent with the age structure of the consumer group of organic food.

3© The educational background structure of the sample: among all respondents, 19,
32, 214, and 36 were from junior high school or below, high school or secondary school,
college or undergraduate, and postgraduate or above, respectively, accounting for 6.3%,
10.6%, 71.1%, and 12.0% of the sample, respectively, of which 83.1% were from college
or undergraduate, postgraduate or above. This indicates that the education level of the
respondents was relatively high, which is relatively in line with the education level structure
of the organic food consumer group.

4© Occupational structure of the sample: in terms of the distribution of respondents’
occupations, the largest number of respondents were students (131), accounting for 43.5%
of the sample; the smallest number of respondents were cadres of state agencies (15),
accounting for less than 10% of the sample; 59, 30, and 66 respondents were business and
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service workers, lawyers, teachers, doctors, and others, respectively, accounting for 19.6%,
10.0%, and 21.9% of the sample, respectively. This indicates that the occupational structure
of the sample was relatively balanced and in line with the occupational distribution of
organic food consumers.

5©Monthly personal income of the sample: there were 56 respondents with a monthly
personal income of RMB 1000 or less, accounting for 18.6% of the sample; 96 respondents
had a monthly personal income of RMB 1001–3000, and 62 respondents had a monthly
personal income of RMB 3001–5000, accounting for 31.9% and 20.6% of the sample, respec-
tively. A total of 47, 20, and 20 respondents had a monthly income of RMB 5001–8000, RMB
8001–10,000, and over 10,000, respectively. It can be seen that the number of respondents
with a monthly personal income of RMB 5001–8000, RMB 8001–10,000, and RMB 10,000
and above was relatively balanced and in line with the current income situation of Harbin
residents.

4.2. Measurement

This study measured the variables using mature scales (Table 2). The scale of the
nutrient composition attribute refers to Steptoe, Pollard, and Wardle (1995) [41]. For the
measurement items of the food safety and perceived quality, refer to Lee and Hwang
(2016) [3]; for the measurement items of the label refer to Prentice et al. (2019) [42]. The
measurement items of the price refer to Yoo, Donthu, and Lee (2000) [43]. The items of
customer trust were adapted from the scales of Gefen et al. (2003) [44] and Hassanein
(2007) [45]. For food safety, the nutritional content, price, and perceived quality were scored
using a 5-Likert scale (i.e., 1 = completely disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = unclear, 4 = agree, and
5 = strongly agree).

Table 2. Measurement scale.

Construct/Dimension Item Mean Standard Deviation

Price
Organic food is pretty expensive. 3.490 1.002

Organic food is extremely expensive. 3.530 1.021
Organic food is cheap. 3.650 1.144

Nutrition Content

Organic foods are rich in vitamins and minerals. 3.410 0.981
Organic food keeps me healthy. 3.480 0.978

Organic food is nutritious. 3.390 0.993
Organic foods are rich in protein. 3.230 0.969

Perceived Quality
The quality of organic food can be very high. 3.390 0.916

Organic food must be of good quality. 3.420 1.136
Organic food is high quality. 3.420 0.988

Customer Trust

Organic products and brands you can trust. 3.330 0.931
I believe the quality of organic food is what I expect. 3.250 0.941

Organic advertisers do not deceive customers. 2.750 1.024
Organic food outlets are trustworthy. 3.040 0.981

Food Safety
Organic food contains no additives. 3.120 1.088

Organic foods contain natural ingredients. 3.540 1.037
Organic foods contain no artificial ingredients. 2.910 1.104

Label
When I buy food, I always look at the labels. 3.580 1.193

I remember some organic food labels. 2.980 1.103
I will look carefully at the label information. 3.560 1.152

Except for a Cronbach’s α = 0.637 for perceived quality, the Cronbach’s α for the other
scales was more significant than 0.7. The Cronbach’s α for the nutrition content = 0.895, the
Cronbach’s α for customer trust = 0.812, and the Cronbach’s α for food safety = 0.715. A
Cronbach’s α of the price was 0.756, and the Cronbach’s α of the label was 0.761; thus, each
scale’s reliability was tested.
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5. Study Framework and Hypotheses Development
5.1. Measurement Model Checking

First, a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was performed using AMOS to evaluate the
measurement model. The results of the CFA showed a good fit: (i.e., DF = 161, GFI = 0.773,
AGFI = 0.704, CFI = 0.815, and RMSEA = 0.112). The specific results are shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Confirmatory factor analysis.

Construct Dimension/Item Normalized
Coefficient T Value AVE CR

Food Safety
Organic food contains no additives. 0.877 - - - -

0.503 0.746Organic foods contain natural ingredients. 0.588 8.719
Organic foods contain no artificial ingredients. 0.627 9.128

Nutrition Content

Organic food is rich in vitamins and minerals 0.763 - - - -

0.685 0.897
Organic food keeps me healthy. 0.884 15.924

Organic food is nutritious. 0.840 15.114
Organic foods are rich in protein. 0.819 14.684

Price
Organic food is pretty expensive. 0.404 - - - -

0.609 0.809Organic food is extremely expensive. 0.944 6.865
Organic food prices are low. 0.879 7.072

Label
When I buy food, I always look at the labels. 0.980 - - - -

0.646 0.834I remember some organic food labels. 0.452 7.165
I will look carefully at the label information. 0.879 10.556

Perceived Quality
The quality of organic food can be very high. 0.696 - - - -

0.426 0.690Organic food must be of good quality. 0.579 8.482
Organic food is high quality. 0.678 9.668

Customer Trust

Organic products and brands you can trust. 0.719 - - - -

0.474 0.782
I believe the quality of organic food is what I expect. 0.718 10.851

Organic advertisers do not deceive customers. 0.611 9.391
Organic food outlets are trustworthy. 0.700 10.623

A CR greater than 0.6 and an AVE greater than 0.5 were considered relatively good,
while a CR greater than 0.6 and an AVE higher than 0.5 were considered good. Except
for the low AVE value of the perceived quality and customer trust, the AVE of the other
variables was greater than 0.5, and the CR value was also greater than 0.6; the price and
label each had a low normalization factor loading. The standardized factor loadings of
the other items were all greater than 0.5; therefore, the convergent validity is basically
supported.

5.2. Test Hypothesis

Furthermore, the structural model was measured, and the SEM results showed that
the model fit the data well: (i.e., DF = 155, GFI = 0.828, AGFI = 0.766, CFI = 0.881, and
RMSEA = 0.092). The path coefficients between the constructs are shown in Table 4, and
the path diagram is shown in Figure 2.

As observed in Table 4, food safety had a significant positive impact on the perceived
quality and customer trust (p < 0.01), while the nutritional content was positively significant
for the perceived quality and customer trust (p < 0.05); therefore, the data support H1a,
H1b, and H2a, H2b.

Price had a significant positive effect on the perceived quality (p < 0.01), and the price
had a significant negative effect on customer trust (p < 0.01); therefore, the data support
H3a, but the data do not support H3b.

This indicates that consumers do not believe organic food is worth the high price.
Additionally, high prices have been a significant barrier for consumers to purchase organic
food.



Sustainability 2023, 15, 6733 10 of 14

Table 4. Hypothesis test result.

Assumption Hypothetical Path Standardized
Coefficient T Value p Value Hypothesis

H1a Food Safety→ Perceived Quality 0.244 5.569 *** Supported
H1b Food Safety→ Customer Trust 0.195 3.500 *** Supported
H2a Nutrition Content→ Perceived Quality 0.491 8.272 *** Supported
H2b Nutrition Content→ Customer Trust 0.181 2.088 0.037 Supported
H3a Price→ Perceived Quality 0.297 3.440 *** Supported
H3b Price→ Customer Trust −0.357 −3.590 *** Not Supported
H4a Label→ Perceived Quality 0.154 4.650 *** Supported
H4b Label→ Customer Trust −0.005 −0.133 0.894 Not Supported
H5 Perceived Quality→ Customer Trust 0.544 3.652 *** Supported

Note: *** p < 0.01.
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Labels had a significant positive effect on the perceived quality (p < 0.01), while labels
had no significant effect on customer trust (p > 0.05). The data, therefore, support H4a, but
the data do not support H4b.

The function of the label is to inform potential consumers of the quality of organic
food. Nevertheless, it is also possible that the level of trust consumers place in a label
depends on the food certification entity; various food certification entities have different
levels of trust from customers in labels. The impact of perceived quality on customer trust
was positive and significant (i.e., the data support p < 0.01), and supports H5.

Since the data did not support H3b and H4b, the mediation effect test was carried out
by bootstrapping (n = 5000, 95% confidence level).

According to the test results in Table 5, this proved that the indirect effects of the
two paths of food safety→ perceived quality→ customer trust, and nutritional content
→ perceived quality→ customer trust, did not contain 0. This shows that the mediating
effect exists, and that the direct effects of these two paths contained 0, indicating that the
perceived quality played a complete mediating role. The path of price→ perceived quality
→ customer trust was then further analyzed. The indirect effect of the price’s impact on
perceived quality did not contain 0, and the price’s percentile of a 95% CI interval direct
effect did not contain 0; thus, the perceived quality partially mediates the effect of price
on customer trust. Finally, the path of label→ perceived quality→ customer trust was
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analyzed. The results showed that the indirect effect of labels on customer trust did not
contain 0, and the direct effects of the percentile of a 95% CI interval of labels all contained
0, further indicating that perceived quality plays a complete mediating role between labels
and customer trust. Labels affect customer trust through their perceived quality.

Table 5. Test results of the mediating effect of perceived quality.

Path Effect

Bootstrapping

Sig ValuePercentile 95% CI

Lower Limit Upper Limit

Label→ Perceived Quality→
Customer Trust

total effect 0.004 0.174 0.038

indirect effect 0.01 0.212 0.024

direct effect −0.123 0.096 0.899

Price→ Perceived Quality→
Customer Trust

total effect −0.443 0.050 0.116

indirect effect 0.012 0.492 0.028

direct effect −0.732 −0.133 0.005

Nutrition Content→ Perceived Quality→ Customer
Trust

total effect 0.236 0.676 0.000

indirect effect 0.033 0.687 0.024

direct effect −0.236 0.467 0.345

Food Safety→ Perceived Quality→ Customer Trust

total effect 0.146 0.497 0.001

indirect effect 0.019 0.301 0.024

direct effect −0.016 0.393 0.069

6. Conclusions and Discussion
6.1. Conclusions

This study examines the relationship model of the trust attribute, search attribute,
perceived quality, and customer trust in organic food through SEM, and it draws the
following conclusions.

First, organic food trust’s food safety and nutritional content attribute positively im-
pact the perceived quality and customer trust. The trust attribute has a crucial role in
improving the perceived quality and customer trust in organic food. Enterprises, govern-
ments, and consumer associations need to emphasize the trust attribute of organic food
when promoting organic food to improve organic food consumption.

However, evaluating organic food’s food safety and nutritional content attribute is
tricky. Therefore, enterprises and other departments need to communicate these two trust
attributes of organic food to ensure the practical judgment of consumers on organic food
and to enhance consumers’ trust in organic food. This research studies customer trust
from the perspective of organic food attributes and finds the pre-determined variables
of customer trust. Previous studies on trust in organic food have mainly focused on the
influence of trust on purchase intention, but few examples in the literature have studied
the antecedent variables of trust. Trust, however, has always played an essential role in
marketing. Although trust can improve consumers’ willingness to buy organic food, there
is little literature on how to make consumers believe in the benefits of organic food from a
customer trust perspective for further study and analysis. This paper examines customer
trust from a different perspective of organic food attributes and clarifies which attributes
will enhance customer trust.

Second, the price and label in the organic food search attribute positively impact the
perceived quality; however, the price hurts customer trust, and the label has no significant
impact on customer trust. Perceived quality plays a mediating role among the trust attribute,
search attribute, and customer trust, while the price and label indirectly affect customer
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trust through perceived quality. Since organic food costs more in the way it is grown than
regular food, organic food is, therefore, considered more expensive.

Unfortunately, the higher prices did not convince consumers to trust organic food
better. In terms of the consumer trust issues in organic food, on the one hand, this may be
related to consumers’ purchasing power. On the other hand, consumers have no significant
awareness of the difference between the quality of organic food and ordinary food; thus,
they do not believe that organic food is worth the high price. When companies promote
organic food, therefore, they should strive to improve consumers’ perceived quality of
organic food (such as providing free tasting activities, etc.) to enhance consumers’ trust in
organic food.

Third, the perceived quality of organic food positively impacts customer trust, which is
consistent with our conjecture that when consumers’ perceived quality of organic food im-
proves, they tend to believe in the benefits of organic food naturally. Therefore, to improve
organic food consumption, companies need to increase consumers’ trust by promoting the
quality of organic food in the first place.

This research expands the application field of the cue utilization theory. A theoretical
model of the trust attribute, search attribute, perceived quality, and customer trust was
constructed, and the relationship between these variables was explored. We found that
consumers’ trust in organic food mainly depended on the role of the trust attribute, and
that the search attribute affected customer trust through the mediating effect of perceived
quality. These specific conclusions can serve as a reference to help marketers design more
effective marketing strategies to improve organic food consumption.

6.2. Management Implications

Based on the real-world problems faced by the organic food market, this study clarifies
which attribute consumers use to judge the quality of organic food while increasing their
trust in organic food. There are three main points of practice:

First, the trust attribute plays a vital role in organic food marketing. Enterprises
should focus on publicizing the trust attribute of organic food and promote them from the
perspective of food safety and the nutritional content of organic food. Focus on propagating
the fact that organic food has no pesticide and heavy metal residues, and that it has a higher
nutritional content than ordinary food. For example, organic tomatoes’ vitamin C content
is higher than non-organic tomatoes.

Second, the price and label of the search attribute affect customer trust mainly through
the mediating effect of perceived quality. Organic food prices are higher than non-organic
food prices, and consumers may be discouraged and question whether organic food is
worth the high price. At this time, companies can first improve customers’ perceptions
of the quality of organic food and then increase customer trust. For example, companies
can make their organic vegetables on display look fresh, or conduct free tasting activities,
consequently allowing consumers to experience organic food that is of a high quality, and
that is, thus, worth a high price, which in turn will increase customer trust.

Third, when companies make organic food labels, the more information there is on
the labels the better, to minimize the skepticism caused by information asymmetry to
consumers. For example, traceability information can be posted on organic food labels, and
when consumers see complete information on the labels, this can improve their perception
of the quality of organic food and improve their trust in its benefits.

6.3. Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study has some limitations. First, the research questionnaires were distributed
only at the organic vegetable stalls of Harbin supermarkets. Although those customers
who filled out the questionnaires, to a certain degree, could be representative of Harbin
organic food consumers, the generalizability of the findings can be limited. To consider
this, future research could expand the sample to other cities. Second, future researchers
could compare consumers in two groups, based on their personal preference for organic
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foods and their different characteristics, as well as on differences in their perceptions and
behaviors of organic versus conventional foods.
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