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Abstract

:

The aim of this study was to identify the preferences of final purchasers regarding the environment of cooperation with offerors and the benefits of cooperation, as well as to identify dependencies between two groups of preferences, taking into account the age of purchasers. The results of an analysis of the global literature on the subject indicate that so far these issues have not been studied, either in relation to the energy market or other areas of the consumer market. Therefore, we can talk about a cognitive and research gap in this area. In order to reduce the gap, seven research hypotheses were formulated and primary research was carried out on 1196 adult representatives of final purchasers in Poland to verify the hypotheses. The collected data were subjected to quantitative analysis, the results of which made it possible to state that most respondents preferred the parallel use of the online and offline environments as a place of interaction with offerors. More than half of the respondents stated that a combination of material and non-material benefits achieved through cooperation with offerors effectively encourages purchasers to undertake this cooperation. Non-material benefits such as the possibility of gaining new knowledge, the possibility of gaining new skills, and the possibility of establishing relationships with new people turned out to be particularly important. Statistically significant dependencies were identified between the preferences regarding the environment of cooperation and preferences regarding the benefits of cooperation. Moreover, dependencies were identified between age and the general specificity of benefits of cooperation with offerors, and between age and twelve specific benefits of cooperation. Conclusions drawn from the results obtained have great cognitive and application value, enriching knowledge of the behavior of final purchasers and making it easier for offerors, including companies operating on the consumer energy market, to make effective decisions about encouraging recipients to cooperate in the process of creating a marketing offer.
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1. Introduction


One of the key challenges faced by modern enterprises operating on the consumer market is meeting the rapidly growing requirements of final purchasers. Moreover, purchasers’ requirements increasingly relate not only to a marketing offer, including its product and non-product features, but also to various aspects reflecting relationships between purchasers and offerors. These requirements include expectations regarding the role offerors assign to final purchasers. The classic division of market roles unambiguously separating the role of the recipient from the role of the supplier is frequently not consistent with the current preferences of final purchasers. In the modern consumer market, it is more and more common for final purchasers to try to fulfill a much more active market role [1] and engage more fully in various marketing activities undertaken by offerors, including companies operating on the energy market.



The effect of searching for the possibility of meeting this type of expectation is engaging in cooperation with offerors [2], both spontaneously and under the influence of incentives offered by offerors to final purchasers. On the one hand, participation in the co-creation of various elements of a marketing offer allows purchasers to meet the needs related to active involvement in their creation, and on the other hand, it allows many other benefits to be achieved. Of course, offerors also benefit from this cooperation [3]. With regard to the energy market, literature even mentions a community focused around energy (‘energy communities’) which achieves numerous benefits by generating new solutions of a market and social nature [4,5].



Therefore, it is even more important to apply a marketing approach to the issue of cooperation between final purchasers and offerors which is based on the need to systematically identify purchasers’ preferences regarding the environment of cooperation and the benefits that can be achieved. Guided by these preferences, purchasers choose a specific type and scope of their market activity. Thus, in this case, we can talk about a decision-making process, the effect of which is mutually beneficial cooperation between final purchasers and offerors, provided that the scope, specificity, and value of benefits perceived by purchasers exceed the estimated expenditure necessary to undertake cooperation.



The results of an analysis of global literature, which are presented later in this article, revealed a cognitive and research gap concerning the importance of preferences regarding the environment of cooperation between final purchasers and offerors in relation to (1) the general specificity of the preferred benefits of cooperation and (2) the preferred specific benefits of cooperation. This gap concerns all the more the importance of final purchasers’ age in terms of their preferences in the above-mentioned areas.



Therefore, this study was conducted to solve the following research problem: what the importance of final purchasers’ preferences related to the environment of cooperation with offerors is, depending on the age of purchasers, in relation to (1) the general specificity of benefits of cooperation expected by purchasers and (2) the expected specific benefits of cooperation. The aim of this research was, therefore, to identify final purchasers’ preferences regarding the environment of cooperation with offerors and the benefits of this cooperation, and to identify the dependencies between both groups of preferences, taking into account the age of purchasers.



This article was structured to achieve this aim and to verify seven research hypotheses. It includes a literature review, a presentation of primary data and results, an academic discussion, implications, limitations, and the direction of future studies.




2. Literature Review


The contemporary consumer market is characterized by increasing volatility [6], while becoming less and less predictable. It can be identified with a turbulent system of relationships between its participants, where final purchasers and offerors (i.e., producers, traders, and service providers) play a key role. Their relationships may have a different configuration, time horizon, purpose for which they were established, etc., which results in a greater or lesser strength of mutual connections.



In the classically understood division of market roles fulfilled by final purchasers and offerors, these relationships were usually characterized by relatively less strength, as they were established only in order to purchase a specific product. They were primarily based on purchasing behavior, which was the limit of the market activity of final purchasers. Many authors identified only these behaviors with the overall market behavior of purchasers [7]. In such a system, purchasers played the role of passive recipients, and offerors mainly played the role of suppliers, being the dominant party that determined conditions for the functioning of this system. Decisions made by final purchasers concerned only or mainly the type and/or value of the purchased products. This was evident in virtually every product group, including products offered on the energy market [8].



The nature of mutual relationships between final purchasers and offerors has changed, among other things due to the growing expectations of purchasers. These expectations concerned not only marketing offers available on the market, but also the role assigned to purchasers. Searching for opportunities to meet these expectations, purchasers began to show greater openness to engaging in non-purchasing behaviors, including communication and creation. The changes taking place in mutual relationships between final purchasers and offerors resulted, among other things, in a significant increase in the scope and level of purchasers’ market activity [2]. They have ceased to fulfill the role of ‘passive recipients’ and became ‘new purchasers’ [1] or ‘active purchasers’ [9], i.e., prosumers [10] who engaged in the creation of various elements of marketing offers either spontaneously or through incentives. Thus, the complexity of the decision-making process has increased, especially from the point of view of final purchasers. The decisions they make have begun to concern the very fact of joining the process of cooperation with offerors, and after making a positive decision, also the scope and specificity of mutual cooperation. This trend has become clearly visible in various industries, including the energy market, where purchasers have begun to be referred to as ‘active recipients’ [11] or even ‘key actors’ [12] of the market game.



Obviously, final purchasers’ openness to cooperation posed big challenges for offerors who had to redefine the existing business model in favor of a model based on a much greater empowerment of purchasers. This required a change in the scope and level of offerors’ activity towards creating conditions (e.g., mental and infrastructural) [13] conducive to initiating and developing cooperation with offerors. Offerors no longer act solely as product suppliers. In the new relational system, both parties have begun to play the role of both the supplier and the recipient, bringing values to mutual cooperation (including abilities, experience, and knowledge [14]) and increasing marketing potential of every value. This contributed to the creation of a common, unique potential, positively influencing mutual relationships by strengthening them even more.



It is worth explaining that in this article, the term ‘final purchaser’, instead of ‘consumer’ (which is usually used by other researchers), is used deliberately. A final purchaser is a person who purchases a product and is also its consumer if they use the product themselves. Therefore, these terms are not synonyms [15]. In the present study, people who make the purchase were analyzed, which justifies the use of the concept ‘final purchaser’. When considering cooperation, the term ‘offeror’ is also used to denote the other side of the relational system that connects an active purchaser with an enterprise. This procedure is deliberate. In the literature, analyses are usually narrowed down to producers [1,16]; however, in practice, cooperation may occur not only between purchasers and producers, but also between purchasers and service providers, and purchasers and traders (retailers). Cooperation may also involve undertaking joint actions with other purchasers [17]. The effect of such cooperation in practice, however, always affects an offeror, beginning with the building of their image (good or bad) and ending with the creation of a loyal community of supporters of a given brand or a company. Therefore, it is extremely important to effectively manage communication and the creative activity of final purchasers [18] initiated as part of inter-purchasing cooperation, i.e., cooperation occurring without the direct participation of offerors.



Cooperation between active purchasers and offerors can be defined as undertaking joint actions aimed at creating products and other elements of a marketing offer so that their material and non-material features effectively meet the expectations of final purchasers [19], bringing both the purchasers and offerors various measurable and immeasurable benefits. These actions must be effectively managed [20] so that they contribute to an increase in the competitive abilities of offerors [3]. The interaction between active purchasers and offerors is closely related to the ‘value co-creation’ paradigm [21,22,23] and the concept of ‘consumer-centric product’ [24], orienting their mutual relationships in the future.



The advantage of such relationships over the relational system characteristic of the traditionally understood relationships between final purchasers and offerors results to a large extent from the benefits achieved by both parties thanks to mutual cooperation [16], which definitely outweigh the effects [25] achieved within the traditional business model based on the disconnection of market roles.



From the point of view of active purchasers, the perceived benefits, which they would not be able to obtain under the traditional division of market roles, are particularly important. Although some researchers point out that purchasers join cooperation for altruistic reasons [26], without expecting any benefits, it must not be forgotten that the mere fulfillment of the need to be useful is a benefit achieved through cooperation. The final purchasers’ comparative analysis of the expected benefits of cooperation with the expenditure that must be incurred to undertake and conduct this cooperation is one of the key stages of a decision-making process. The results of such a comparison usually determine the involvement in cooperation or the lack of it.



All benefits obtained by final purchasers thanks to cooperation with offerors can be divided into two main groups: non-material and material ones. In the literature, the importance of non-material benefits is emphasized. They are analyzed either in general as developmental benefits [27] or in a detailed way. In the case of this second approach, the non-material benefits include gaining new knowledge [28], gaining new skills [16], gaining new experience and/or sharing it [29], gaining social benefits [26] such as establishing relationships with other entities, and achieving psychological effects, including satisfaction [30]. The cash prize or material prize can be counted as the material benefits but these benefits cannot be obtained on a regular basis. It is emphasized that active purchasers (prosumers) do not receive remuneration [31] for their contribution to the preparation of a specific element of an offer, which is one of the main assumptions of prosumption. However, for some product groups, e.g., on the energy market, prosumers can achieve financial benefits in the form of lower prices for energy which they co-create in cooperation with offerors [12,32].



In the literature, in addition to the benefits achieved through cooperation, the driving forces behind the development of the cooperation include the development of Internet technology (inter alia Dellaert [1]; Kozinets, Patterson, and Ashman [33]). Many authors even equate interaction between final purchasers and offerors with online activity [13,34,35,36]. However, such an approach seems to be too much of a simplification, as it does not take into account various forms of prosumer activity undertaken in the real world, where most of the activities as such still take place. Certainly, unpredictable aspects such as the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting restrictions have caused a change in final purchasers’ behavior [37]. There has been a sharp increase in their activity online (especially on social media [38]). However, even in pandemic conditions, purchasers’ involvement has not been eliminated from the offline environment.



It should be added that the literature discusses the interaction between active purchasers and offerors in various contexts, e.g., by analyzing the scope of purchaser activity online [39], the determinants of this activity [13,14,40], and the determinants of the intentions to cooperate [28], the scope of purchaser involvement according to the phases of a new product development process [41], and by considering possible future scenarios for the development of cooperation with offerors [12].



On the other hand, final purchasers’ preferences regarding the environment of cooperation and the expected benefits have not been studied; nor has the relationship between the preferred environment of cooperation and these benefits. Of course, no in-depth research has been carried out, which would analyze the above-mentioned aspects in the context of final purchasers’ age. Therefore, a cognitive and research gap exists for this area. In order to reduce the gap, this article attempts to define final purchasers’ preferences regarding the environment of cooperation with offerors and the benefits of this cooperation, and identify the dependencies between both groups of preferences, taking into account purchasers’ age.



Because the studies in the mentioned scope have not yet been conducted, to achieve this aim, the following research hypotheses were verified:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

There is a dependence between the environment of cooperation with offerors preferred by final purchasers and the general specificity of the preferred benefits of this cooperation;





Hypothesis 2 (H2).

There is a dependence between the environment of cooperation with offerors preferred by final purchasers and the preferred specific benefits of this cooperation;





Hypothesis 3 (H3).

There is a dependence between the general specificity of the preferred benefits of cooperation with offerors and the preferred specific benefits of this cooperation;





Hypothesis 4 (H4).

There is a dependence between final purchasers’ age and the preferred environment of cooperation with offerors;





Hypothesis 5 (H5).

There is a dependence between final purchasers’ age and the general specificity of the preferred benefits of cooperation;





Hypothesis 6 (H6).

There is a dependence between final purchasers’ age and the preferred specific benefits of cooperation;





Hypothesis 7 (H7).

Final purchasers’ age is a feature that differentiates their preferences regarding specific benefits of cooperation with offerors.





The occurrence of the assumed dependencies is presented graphically on the conceptual model (Figure 1). It is worth noting that this model reflects the assumptions of six hypotheses concerning the dependencies between particular variables. However, this model does not show the assumption presented in hypothesis H7 as it is impossible to graphically show this differentiation.




3. Research Methodology


To achieve the aim of this study and to verify the research hypotheses, empirical research was conducted. The primary data were collected by means of the Internet research method via the CAWI (computer-assisted web interview) technique using the questionnaire as the research tool consisting of closed questions only. The survey was carried out in mid-2020 among 1196 adult representatives of final purchasers from Poland. According to the approach adopted in this study, the aim was to identify final purchasers’ opinions, without narrowing down the analysis to a specific product or group of products. This made it possible to define respondents’ preferences with regard to cooperation with offerors as a phenomenon that permeates various spheres of life, through the prism of the environment of this cooperation and the benefits associated with it.



The geographic scope of the conducted research was nationwide. The research was panel-based. The sample was based on a quota. The socio-demographic characteristics (i.e., gender, age, education, and region) were dispersed proportionally to the distribution of a feature in the general population, with a deviation of no more than 10 respondents in relation to the proportion for the distribution of the entire Polish population (based on Główny Urząd Statystyczny (Central Statistical Office) data and the computer-assisted personal interview (CAPI) population studies).The sample size was determined according to the Cochran formula [42] based on the total population of Poles in 2020 amounting to 38,652,000 people, including 32,962,000 adult residents [43], and using a 3% margin of error and 95% confidence level [44]. Most of the respondents, according to the structure of the general population, were women (52%). For the needs of the research process, the respondents were divided into four age groups, the share of which was as follows: between 18 and 30 years old (26.6%), between 31 and 43 years old (50.3%), between 44 and 56 years old (18.7%), and over 56 years old (4.4%). This structure corresponded to the age structure of the general population.



The subject scope of the article covers the following groups of variables: the preferred environment of cooperation between final purchasers and offerors and the benefits expected by final purchasers from cooperation with offerors in general and in detail. An attempt was made to check whether there are statistically significant dependencies between these groups and whether there are dependencies between single groups and the age of respondents.



During the research, respondents were asked to indicate their preferences regarding the environment of cooperation with offerors (online, offline, both of these environments) and indicate the importance attached to the generally understood benefits of cooperation (material, non-material, both types are equally important). Moreover, they were presented with a set of thirteen specific benefits that can be achieved by final purchasers through cooperation with offerors. The benefits were distinguished based on the results of an analysis of the literature (inter alia Mandolfo, Chen, and Noci [16]; Kleber and Volkova [45]) and the results of preliminary unstructured interviews. These interviews were conducted among 20 representatives of adult final purchasers in Poland.



Each specific benefits of cooperation with offerors was assessed by respondents on the odd Likert scale, which is one of the most fundamental and most frequently used psychometric tools in social sciences [46]. In this study, a five-step variant was used, in which a rating of 5 corresponded to ‘definitely yes’, a rating of 4 corresponded to ‘rather yes’, a rating of 3 corresponded to ‘neither yes nor no’, a rating of 2 corresponded to ‘rather not’, and a rating of 1 corresponded to ‘definitely not’. The use of such a scale was a necessary condition for the method of average score analysis.



The primary data collected were subjected to quantitative analysis using the method of average score analysis, the comparative analysis, the Pearson Chi-square independence test, the analysis of the V-Cramer contingency coefficient value, and the analysis of the Kruskal–Wallis test value.



The Chi-square test was used to determine whether there were statistically significant dependencies between the analyzed variables, and the V-Cramer coefficient was used to determine the strength of the dependencies between the analyzed variables. The V-Cramer coefficient is used when at least one variable has more than two values [47], i.e., when the contingency table is at least 2 × 3.



The Kruskal–Wallis test is a non-parametric equivalent of ANOVA [48]. Its results determine whether the differentiation, in terms of the separation of individual groups of respondents (e.g., the age of respondents divided into four age groups) is statistically significant enough to say that the opinion of a respondent specified by the analyzed answer is significantly different. From the point of view of statistical criteria, in the case of the KW test, it is not necessary for the data to meet many requirements. The only requirements for its implementation are the following [49]:




	-

	
the dependent variable should be measured on at least ordinal scale (it can also be measured on a quantitative scale),




	-

	
observations in the analyzed groups should be independent of each other, which means that a person in one group should not be included in another group that is compared at the same time (this requirement is met by questions that allowed for the division of respondents into distinct groups, and in the case of the KW test there should more than two groups).









Statistical analysis of the primary data collected was performed using the IBM SPSS Statistics Ver. package. 25.




4. Research Results


The results of this study show that as many as 68.4% of all respondents preferred to use jointly both environments (online and offline) as places of cooperation with offerors (Table 1). The percentage of people who chose the Internet was definitely smaller. Identifying prosumer activity with actions undertaken only in the online environment is therefore unjustified, as it turned out to be inconsistent with the expectations of respondents.



The respondents were also asked about the significance assigned to material and non-material benefits that could possibly be obtained through cooperation with offerors. As shown in Table 2, two-thirds of all respondents stated that both types of benefits are equally valuable to them. Moreover, non-material benefits were relatively more important for over four times more respondents than for those who attributed the greatest importance to material benefits.



Therefore, a question arises whether there is a statistically significant dependence between the preferred environment of cooperation with offerors and the general specificity of benefits obtained from such cooperation. It turns out that such a dependence exists, although it is weak (Table 3). The research hypothesis H1 for respondents is therefore valid.



In the next stage of the analysis, an attempt was made to identify specific benefits that, according to the respondents, a final purchaser achieves by engaging in cooperation with offerors on the preparation of marketing offers. Among the thirteen benefits included in the analysis, seven received an average score of more than 4.00, including five of them with a value greater than 4.40 (Table 4). This group includes benefits related to meeting the following needs: a need of knowledge and self-realization through increasing one’s intellectual potential (‘gaining new knowledge’, ‘gaining new skills’, and ‘gaining new experience’), and social needs through increasing one’s relational potential (‘establishing relationships with other people’), as well as satisfying benefits associated with obtaining an offer consistent with purchaser expectations. As can be seen, all of these benefits were non-material, which confirms the results obtained by a direct question about the importance of material and non-material benefits.



Both benefits of typically material nature (‘obtaining a cash prize’, ‘obtaining a material prize’) took much higher places, outstripping only the benefits related to satisfying psychological needs (‘impressing other people’, ‘gaining respect from other people’) and benefits related to ‘filling up excess free time’, which took the last position (it was the only benefit which received an average score of only slightly above 3.00). It should be added that for each of the analyzed benefits, the standard deviation did not exceed one-third of the average score, which indicates that the average values accurately reflect the hierarchy of the analyzed benefits [50].



The next stage of the analysis consisted in identifying the dependencies between specific benefits achieved through cooperation with offerors and (1) the preferred environment of this cooperation and (2) the importance assigned to the benefits, taking into account their material or non-material nature. The results of the research showed statistically significant dependencies in the first case for seven analyzed benefits, and in the second case for nine of them (Table 5). Therefore, it can be concluded that for these benefits, in the case of respondents, the research hypotheses H2 and H3, respectively, are valid. In the case of six benefits, such dependencies were identified both for the preferred environment of cooperation and the significance attributed to the benefits according to their nature (in this case, the identified dependencies were relatively stronger, as evidenced by higher values of the V-Cramer coefficient). These aforementioned six benefits included non-material ones (related to increasing one’s intellectual and relational potential) and material ones (obtaining a cash and material prize).



It is worth noting that for the benefit of ‘the possibility of obtaining an offer that better meets purchaser expectations’, which took one of the key positions in the hierarchy, a dependence with the preferred environment of cooperation was discovered, but no dependence was identified between said benefit and the importance attributed to the achieved benefits according to their specificity. In turn, a dependence was discovered between the importance attributed to the achieved benefits and the benefit of ‘filling up excess free time’, which was ranked last in the hierarchy. It should also be added that all of the identified dependences are weak, as their V-Cramer’s coefficient values did not exceed 0.3.



In the next stage of the research process, it was checked whether there were any dependencies between the age of respondents and their preferences regarding (1) the environment of cooperation with offerors, (2) the general specificity of benefits of this cooperation, and (3) specific benefits of this cooperation. As shown in Table 6, a statistically significant dependence was identified for age and the general specificity of the preferred benefits, although this dependence is weak. However, no dependence was observed between age and the preferred environment of cooperation with offerors. As for the specific benefits of this cooperation, statistically significant dependencies were identified for twelve out of thirteen benefits studied (Table 7), but these were weak dependencies, as evidenced by the V-Cramer coefficient value which did not exceed the limit of 0.3. It is worth recalling that the value of the V-Cramer coefficient can range from 0.0 to 1.0. No statistically significant dependence was discovered only for the benefit of ‘the possibility of testing the suitability of one’s ideas’, for which the level of significance p exceeded the limit value, i.e., 0.05. Thus, it can be said that for respondents, the research hypothesis H4 turned out to be invalid. However, the hypothesis H5 is valid. As for the hypothesis H6, in the case of the respondents, it turned out to be valid for twelve specific benefits analyzed.



In the last stage of the analysis, the Kruskal–Wallis test was performed to verify the results obtained by applying the Chi-square independence test. The results presented in Table 8 demonstrate that the age of respondents was a feature that statistically significantly differentiated responses concerning twelve specific benefits of cooperation with offerors. For the benefit of ‘the possibility of testing the suitability of one’s ideas’, the significance level p exceeded the threshold value of 0.05. Therefore, we cannot talk about any differentiation only in the case of this benefit. It is the same benefit, in which case no statistically significant dependence was identified. For respondents, the research hypothesis H7 turned out to be valid for twelve out of the thirteen benefits analyzed.



To summarize the main results obtained are shown in the Table 9.




5. Discussion


The results of this study indicate that almost 70.0% of respondents preferred combining both environments (online and offline) as places of cooperation with offerors. Therefore, prosumption should not be equated solely with the involvement of final purchasers in joint activities online, although with regard to contemporary purchasers, the literature often concerns it only or primarily with the Internet [39,51].



Some authors point out that the use of modern technologies enhances purchasers’ passion with regard to purchase and usage behavior (inter alia Kozinets, Patterson, and Ashman [33]). However, based on the results of this study, it seems that a similar conclusion can also be drawn in the case of prosumer behavior. Among the benefits that can be achieved through cooperation with offerors, the respondents highlighted ‘gaining new knowledge and skills’ and ‘establishing relationships with new people’, which undoubtedly requires emotional involvement, i.e., a kind of passion for going beyond the stereotypical behavior attributed to a final purchaser. It is also worth adding that emotions and experiences were identified by other authors as the key drivers of purchasers’ sustainable behavior [52,53]. It is true that these behaviors were analyzed in relation to purchasing behavior, but, together with prosumer (i.e., communication and creative) behavior, they can also be considered in the context of sustainable market activity (as a triad of behaviors) which can lead to the achievement of benefits important for active purchasers, among which the leading places are occupied by the effects related to experience and building good relationships.



Bettiga, Lamberti, and Noci [26] examined the motives of purchasers’ willingness to cooperate. However, the benefits expected can be equated with motives for a specific action. These researchers observed that altruism and social aspects were among the key motives behind the willingness to cooperate. These results partially correspond to the results of the research presented in this article, in which the possibility of establishing relationships with other entities was among the most important benefits for respondents. It should be emphasized, however, that Bettiga, Lamberti, and Noci analyzed inter-purchase cooperation within virtual communities. Therefore, the subject of their research was different; moreover, these authors focused on only one environment of cooperation. Chen, Drennan, Andrews, and Hollebeek [29] also included purchasers in their studies, analyzing their interaction within virtual communities. They discovered that sharing experience is the key driving force behind cooperation. The fact that in this study the respondents assigned great importance to ‘the possibility of gaining new experience’ proves that these kinds of effects are significant both in the case of cooperation with other purchasers (as demonstrated by other authors) and with offerors (as indicated by the results of the study presented in this article).



On the other hand, Neghina, Bloemer, Birgelen, and Caniëls [27] showed that developmental motives play a key role in the co-creation of professional services. Their research had a different subject scope, and, moreover, these authors did not deal with specific motives, but with a whole group. It is worth noting, however, that in this study, the most important benefit for the largest part of the respondents was ‘the possibility of gaining new knowledge’. High positions were also taken by ‘the possibility of gaining new skills’, ‘the possibility of gaining new experience’, and ‘the possibility of establishing relationships with other entities’. All of these aspects lead to a personal and social development of a given prosumer; therefore, they are developmental aspects. Therefore, from this point of view, the results of the research conducted confirm the results of research conducted by other researchers. Comparing the subject scope of studies conducted by other researchers, it can also be stated that they did not focus either on analyzing dependencies between the preferred environment of cooperation with offerors and the specificity of the expected benefits of such cooperation, or preferences regarding specific effects that respondents would like to achieve thanks to cooperation with offerors.



It is worth adding that in the case of the specific energy market, when considering cooperation between final purchasers and offerors, other researchers focus on individual, measurable benefits such as the possibility of obtaining energy at a lower price [12], or non-material collective (or even social) benefits such as the protection of environment [54,55,56]. On the other hand, the results of present study show that also in the individual dimension, the respondents definitely preferred non-material benefits.



As far as age and its importance in relation to various aspects of final purchasers’ involvement in cooperation with offerors is concerned, the literature includes, among other things, research on dependencies between purchasers’ age and their willingness to engage in prosumer behavior in general. However, these studies focus primarily on presumption considered as a market phenomenon and/or market trend, and they do not analyze either the preferred benefits of this cooperation or the preferred environment for its conduct. For example, Burgiel and Sowa [57] discovered that there is a dependence between readiness for prosumption and the age of respondents; however, their studies covered only representatives of two generations, X and Y. In turn, Eisenbardt identified a statistically significant differentiation of opinions concerning the expected stimuli encouraging cooperation according to age [58] or organizations’ offer [59]. However, this author studied cooperation only in terms of sharing knowledge with other entities.




6. Conclusions


Taking into account the research problem, it must be underlined that most of the respondents preferred to use both environments, i.e., online and offline, at the same time to cooperate with offerors. Only 6.3% of the respondents considered material benefits to be the more important incentives encouraging them to undertake such cooperation. It was more than four times lower percentage than the percentage of respondents who indicated non-material benefits as more important. The results of the analysis of specific benefits achieved by final purchasers as a result of cooperation with offerors confirm that non-material benefits are of key importance. The highest position in the hierarchy was taken by the benefit of ‘the possibility of gaining new knowledge’, followed closely by the benefits of ‘the possibility of gaining new skills’, ‘the possibility of obtaining a marketing offer that better meets purchaser expectations’, and ‘the possibility of establishing relationships with other people’.



A statistically significant dependence was observed between the preferred environment of cooperation and the general specificity of benefits of this cooperation. Therefore, for respondents, hypothesis H1 was valid. Statistically significant dependencies also existed between most of the analyzed specific benefits achieved through cooperation with offerors and (1) the preferred environment for this cooperation, and (2) the importance assigned to the benefits, taking into account their material or non-material nature. Thus, it can be said that, for respondents, hypothesis H2 was valid for seven benefits analyzed, and research hypothesis H3 was valid for nine benefits.



The age criterion included in the analysis made it possible to conclude that there was no statistically significant correlation between respondents’ age and their preferred environment of cooperation with offerors. This dependence was observed between age and (1) the general specificity of benefits preferred by respondents, and (2) twelve out of thirteen analyzed specific benefits of cooperation. Therefore, it can be concluded that for respondents, research hypothesis H4 was invalid. On the other hand, hypotheses H5 and H6 were valid (except for the benefit of ‘the possibility of checking the suitability of one’s ideas’). For the same twelve specific benefits of cooperation with offerors, hypothesis H7 also turned out to be valid.




7. Implications, Limitations, and Directions of Future Research


The results of the research and conclusions obtained based on the results contribute significantly to the theory of marketing and the theory of market behavior, especially when considered in the context of a decision-making process regarding cooperation between final purchasers and offerors. This allows a knowledge gap identified in the analysis of the global literature to be reduced. The results reflect respondents’ preferences regarding the environment of cooperation with offerors, contradicting the approach presented in literature, according to which the Internet is the only or the best environment for joint activities. It was discovered that respondents are looking for a kind of balance in this respect, appreciating the parallel use of the online and offline environments. It was also of a cognitive value to identify the hierarchy of benefits expected by the respondents that may become the share of final purchasers in cooperation with offerors, and to discover the dependences between the preferred environment of cooperation with offerors and the specificity of the expected benefits in general and in detail, taking into account purchasers’ age.



The results of this study are also characterized by high empirical value because they have important practical, especially managerial, implications. They make it possible to shape the environment of mutual cooperation in line with final purchasers’ expectations, taking into account the need for creating conditions to undertake joint activities both online and offline. In turn, identifying the benefits expected by the respondents enables managers to make the right decisions about composing such a set of incentives that will effectively stimulate active final purchasers to join marketing activities. The structure of the preferred benefits of cooperation recognized and the dependencies discovered are useful for managers representing any industry, regardless of the specificity of the products offered. These are also a valuable inspiration to shape mutually beneficial cooperation including for managers representing enterprises operating on the energy market, showing them what benefits are expected by final purchasers and what effects are not attractive enough for them to cooperate with offerors.



The research conducted in the present study has some limitations concerning the subject (the research covered only adults), the object (the research covered the preferred environment of cooperation between final purchasers and offerors and the benefits expected by final purchasers thanks to this cooperation), and the geographical aspect (the research covered representatives of final purchasers in Poland). Future research directions will therefore be defined to overcome these limitations. The analysis will also cover minors (persons under 18 years of age). Moreover, an attempt will be made to analyze in detail the preferred environment of cooperation with offerors and the benefits associated with this environment, according to demographic characteristics of final purchasers other than age. Of course, thanks to the application of panel-based research, the results of the future studies can be compared with the results currently obtained.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model. 






Figure 1. Conceptual model.
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Table 1. The respondents’ preferred environment of cooperation with offerors during the preparation of marketing offers (%).






Table 1. The respondents’ preferred environment of cooperation with offerors during the preparation of marketing offers (%).





	Environment of Cooperation with Offerors
	Indications (%)





	online
	27.3



	offline
	4.3



	both environments are equally useful for cooperation with offerors
	68.4










[image: Table] 





Table 2. General benefits of cooperation with offerors chosen by the respondents as more important (%).






Table 2. General benefits of cooperation with offerors chosen by the respondents as more important (%).





	General Benefits of Cooperation with Offerors
	Indications (%)





	non-material
	27.2



	material
	6.3



	both kinds of benefits are equally important
	66.5
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Table 3. Respondents’ preferred environment of cooperation with offerors and the general benefits of cooperation with offerors chosen by respondents as more important.






Table 3. Respondents’ preferred environment of cooperation with offerors and the general benefits of cooperation with offerors chosen by respondents as more important.





	
Preferred Environment of Cooperation with Offerors

	
General Benefits of Cooperation with Offerors Chosen by Respondents as More Important (%)

	
Chi2 Test

	
V-Cramer Coefficient

	
Level of Significance ‘p’




	
Non-Material

	
Material

	
Both Kinds of Benefits are Equally Important






	
online

	
27.2

	
40.5

	
26.1

	
13.729

	
0.107

	
0.008




	
offline

	
6.4

	
5.4

	
3.3




	
both environments

	
66.4

	
54.1

	
70.6
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Table 4. Specific benefits indicated by respondents that are achieved by a final purchaser thanks to cooperation with offerors during the preparation of marketing offers.






Table 4. Specific benefits indicated by respondents that are achieved by a final purchaser thanks to cooperation with offerors during the preparation of marketing offers.





	
Specific Benefits of Cooperation

	
Indications (%)

	
Average Value

	
Position

	
Standard Variation




	
5

	
4

	
3

	
2

	
1






	
The feeling of having a genuine influence on an offer and/or offeror

	
54.6

	
34.7

	
7.0

	
2.8

	
0.9

	
4.39

	
6

	
0.810




	
The feeling of being needed

	
37.9

	
35.6

	
17.1

	
6.9

	
2.6

	
3.99

	
8

	
1.028




	
Possibility of testing the suitability of one’s ideas

	
44.6

	
41.0

	
10.0

	
3.2

	
1.3

	
4.25

	
7

	
0.853




	
Possibility of obtaining a marketing offer that better meets purchaser expectations

	
56.8

	
34.2

	
6.5

	
2.0

	
0.5

	
4.44

	
3

	
0.747




	
Possibility of obtaining a material prize

	
20.7

	
27.9

	
29.8

	
14.5

	
7.1

	
3.41

	
10

	
1.072




	
Possibility of obtaining a cash prize

	
23.1

	
27.6

	
27.8

	
14.4

	
7.1

	
3.45

	
9

	
1.103




	
Possibility of gaining new experience

	
56.3

	
33.8

	
6.3

	
3.0

	
0.7

	
4.42

	
5

	
0.794




	
Possibility of gaining new knowledge

	
59.9

	
30.9

	
6.2

	
2.2

	
0.8

	
4.47

	
1

	
0.777




	
Possibility of gaining new skills

	
59.6

	
30.1

	
6.7

	
2.8

	
0.8

	
4.45

	
2

	
0.802




	
Possibility of establishing relationships with other people

	
57.8

	
31.3

	
7.1

	
3.2

	
0.7

	
4.43

	
4

	
0.811




	
Possibility of impressing other people with one’s activity

	
23.2

	
24.0

	
28.5

	
14.9

	
9.4

	
3.37

	
11

	
1.049




	
Filling up excess free time

	
16.5

	
23.2

	
26.7

	
18.1

	
15.5

	
3.07

	
13

	
1.009




	
Possibility of gaining respect from other people

	
20.2

	
24.1

	
28.2

	
16.6

	
11.0

	
3.26

	
12

	
1.012








where: 5–definitely yes; 4–rather yes; 3–neither yes nor no; 2–rather not; 1–definitely not.
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Table 5. Specific benefits chosen by the respondents which a final purchaser achieves thanks to cooperation with offerors compared with the preferred environment of cooperation and the importance attached to the benefits achieved according to their general specificity.






Table 5. Specific benefits chosen by the respondents which a final purchaser achieves thanks to cooperation with offerors compared with the preferred environment of cooperation and the importance attached to the benefits achieved according to their general specificity.





	
Specific Benefits of Cooperation

	
According to the Preferred Environment of Cooperation

	
According to the Importance Attached to Benefits




	
Chi2 Test

	
V-Cramer Coefficient

	
Level of Significance ‘p’

	
Chi2 Test

	
V-Cramer Coefficient

	
Level of Significance ‘p’






	
The feeling of having a genuine influence on an offer and/or offeror

	
11.804

	
0.070

	
0.160

	
8.505

	
0.060

	
0.386




	
The feeling of being needed

	
11.633

	
0.070

	
0.168

	
10.669

	
0.067

	
0.221




	
Possibility of testing the suitability of one’s ideas

	
10.152

	
0.065

	
0.255

	
21.675

	
0.095

	
0.006




	
Possibility of obtaining a marketing offer that better meets purchaser expectations

	
20.556

	
0.093

	
0.008

	
13.711

	
0.076

	
0.090




	
Possibility of obtaining a material prize

	
17.233

	
0.085

	
0.028

	
92.497

	
0.197

	
0.000




	
Possibility of obtaining a cash prize

	
18.598

	
0.088

	
0.017

	
119.883

	
0.224

	
0.000




	
Possibility of gaining new experience

	
25.040

	
0.102

	
0.002

	
46.734

	
0.140

	
0.000




	
Possibility of gaining new knowledge

	
24.262

	
0.101

	
0.002

	
54.789

	
0.151

	
0.000




	
Possibility of gaining new skills

	
21.143

	
0.094

	
0.007

	
45.062

	
0.137

	
0.000




	
Possibility of establishing relationships with other people

	
26.865

	
0.106

	
0.001

	
38.498

	
0.127

	
0.000




	
Possibility of impressing other people with one’s activity

	
7.781

	
0.057

	
0.455

	
17.260

	
0.085

	
0.028




	
Filling up excess free time

	
7.805

	
0.057

	
0.453

	
23.885

	
0.100

	
0.002




	
Possibility of gaining respect from other people

	
12.991

	
0.074

	
0.112

	
10.364

	
0.066

	
0.240
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Table 6. The age of respondents compared with the preferred environment of cooperation with offerors and the benefits of cooperation with offerors indicated by respondents as more important.






Table 6. The age of respondents compared with the preferred environment of cooperation with offerors and the benefits of cooperation with offerors indicated by respondents as more important.





	
Respondents’ Preferences

	
The Age of Respondents

	
Chi2 Test

	
V-Cramer Coefficient

	
Level of Significance ‘p’




	
Preferred Environment of Cooperation with Offerors

	
18–30

	
31–43

	
44–56

	
Over 56

	
Total






	
online

	
26.4

	
28.8

	
25.0

	
26.4

	
27.3

	
6.292

	
0.051

	
0.391




	
offline

	
5.3

	
3.0

	
6.2

	
3.8

	
4.3




	
both environments

	
68.3

	
68.2

	
68.8

	
69.8

	
68.4




	
Benefits of cooperation with offerors indicated by respondents as more important

	

	




	
non-material

	
32.8

	
26.1

	
25.4

	
17.0

	
27.3

	
14.511

	
0.078

	
0.024




	
material

	
5.3

	
7.7

	
3.1

	
7.5

	
6.2




	
both kinds of benefits are equally important

	
61.9

	
66.2

	
71.4

	
75.5

	
66.5
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Table 7. Specific benefits indicated by respondents that a final purchaser achieves thanks to cooperation with offerors versus respondents’ age.
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Specific Benefits of Cooperation

	
Respondents’ Age




	
Chi2 Test

	
V-Cramer Coefficient

	
Level of Significance ‘p’






	
The feeling of having a genuine influence on an offer and/or offeror

	
50.023

	
0.118

	
0.000




	
The feeling of being needed

	
32.086

	
0.095

	
0.001




	
Possibility of testing the suitability of one’s ideas

	
15.090

	
0.065

	
0.237




	
Possibility of obtaining a marketing offer that better meets purchaser expectations

	
28.545

	
0.089

	
0.005




	
Possibility of obtaining a material prize

	
21.580

	
0.078

	
0.043




	
Possibility of obtaining a cash prize

	
24.751

	
0.083

	
0.016




	
Possibility of gaining new experience

	
37.202

	
0.102

	
0.000




	
Possibility of gaining new knowledge

	
64.614

	
0.134

	
0.000




	
Possibility of gaining new skills

	
57.335

	
0.126

	
0.000




	
Possibility of establishing relationships with other people

	
34.333

	
0.098

	
0.001




	
Possibility of impressing other people with one’s activity

	
46.431

	
0.114

	
0.000




	
Filling up excess free time

	
38.63

	
0.104

	
0.000




	
Possibility of gaining respect from other people

	
30.432

	
0.092

	
0.002
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Table 8. Results of the analysis of the significance of differences between respondents’ indications concerning specific benefits achieved by a final purchaser thanks to cooperation with offerors, according to the age of respondents.






Table 8. Results of the analysis of the significance of differences between respondents’ indications concerning specific benefits achieved by a final purchaser thanks to cooperation with offerors, according to the age of respondents.





	
Specific Benefits of Cooperation

	
Age

	
Average Rank

	
KW Test Value

	
Level of Significance ‘p’






	
The feeling of having a genuine influence on an offer and/or offeror

	
18–30

	
619.47

	
31.113

	
0.000




	
31–43

	
624.66




	
44–56

	
540.12




	
over 56

	
422.77




	
The feeling of being needed

	
18–30

	
593.64

	
19.470

	
0.000




	
31–43

	
627.02




	
44–56

	
566.73




	
over 56

	
438.49




	
Possibility of testing the suitability of one’s ideas

	
18–30

	
630.64

	
6.100

	
0.107




	
31–43

	
591.69




	
44–56

	
586.51




	
over 56

	
533.51




	
Possibility of obtaining a marketing offer that better meets purchaser expectations

	
18–30

	
620.19

	
14.128

	
0.003




	
31–43

	
611.82




	
44–56

	
559.35




	
over 56

	
482.78




	
Possibility of obtaining a material prize

	
18–30

	
626.09

	
9.365

	
0.025




	
31–43

	
606.13




	
44–56

	
560.72




	
over 56

	
506.06




	
Possibility of obtaining a cash prize

	
18–30

	
630.67

	
12.979

	
0.005




	
31–43

	
606.92




	
44–56

	
557.68




	
over 56

	
482.49




	
Possibility of gaining new experience

	
18–30

	
604.90

	
10.774

	
0.013




	
31–43

	
609.99




	
44–56

	
589.36




	
over 56

	
468.52




	
Possibility of gaining new knowledge

	
18–30

	
615.86

	
11.556

	
0.009




	
31–43

	
602.78




	
44–56

	
593.69




	
over 56

	
466.12




	
Possibility of gaining new skills

	
18–30

	
603.29

	
11.797

	
0.008




	
31–43

	
610.42




	
44–56

	
591.67




	
over 56

	
463.42




	
Possibility of establishing relationships with other people

	
18–30

	
605.61

	
10.156

	
0.017




	
31–43

	
610.10




	
44–56

	
586.56




	
over 56

	
474.75




	
Possibility of impressing other people with one’s activity

	
18–30

	
656.57

	
22.739

	
0.000




	
31–43

	
599.59




	
44–56

	
541.68




	
over 56

	
477.86




	
Filling up excess free time

	
18–30

	
664.94

	
27.518

	
0.000




	
31–43

	
598.69




	
44–56

	
512.57




	
over 56

	
560.86




	
Possibility of gaining respect from other people

	
18–30

	
653.79

	
18.431

	
0.000




	
31–43

	
596.89




	
44–56

	
528.49




	
over 56

	
580.84
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Table 9. Results of testing research hypotheses.






Table 9. Results of testing research hypotheses.





	Research Hypotheses
	Results of Testing Research Hypotheses





	Hypothesis 1
	True



	Hypothesis 2
	True—for 7 out of 13 analyzed benefits



	Hypothesis 3
	True—for 9 out of 13 analyzed benefits



	Hypothesis 4
	Not true



	Hypothesis 5
	True



	Hypothesis 6
	True—for 12 out of 13 analyzed benefits



	Hypothesis 7
	True—for 12 out of 13 analyzed benefits
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