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Abstract

:

This study mainly probed into the factors influencing consumers’ OGB intention on community e-commerce platforms, built models that included facets of conformity behaviors, perceived risks, customer engagement, and OGB intention, and focused on whether there is a mediating effect on customer engagement and an interference effect on perceived risks. The subjects of this study were consumers with OGB experience on community e-commerce platforms. The results show that conformity behaviors have a significant positive impact on customer engagement and OGB intention; thus, when customers have insufficient information or relevant knowledge of OGB, the comments or recommendations of their relatives and friends would influence their engagement and OGB intention. Moreover, this study found that customer engagement has a complete mediating effect, which indicates that conformity behaviors can influence OGB intention through customer engagement. In addition, this study found that perceived risks have an interference effect, meaning that when consumers sense high risks, the OGB intention is weakened through customer engagement. This shows that in the OGB organizations of the community e-commerce platforms, it is recommended that more attention be paid to customer engagement; it is also a topic worthy of discussion in practical business applications.
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1. Introduction


How big is the e-commerce market? In 2019, Statista (2019) found that global retail e-commerce sales reached USD 3.53 trillion and were expected to grow to USD 6.54 trillion by 2022, which shows that the potential for developing the online shopping market is infinite. As network applications become more life-oriented, the “online group buying (OGB)” community business is becoming an important part of e-commerce. There are three business models that often appear in the OGB market. The first is mainly a business-initiated transaction model where the seller provides a kind of products that can be purchased at a discount when the consumer purchases in bulk within a limited time; the second is an independent third party-initiated transaction model in which a platform provides products for OGB where consumers make a large number of purchases from sellers to obtain the lowest discount; the third is a consumer-initiated transaction model, which is different from the business-initiated transaction and the independent third-party initiated transaction models as the promoter of this model is also a consumer who calls on friends and relatives to buy the products together and ask the seller to provide a discounted price.



Most previous studies explored the OGB decision-making process of the first B2C e-commerce OGB model [1,2] or the second C2B e-commerce OGB model [3], including information collection, decision-making, repurchase willingness, and other issues. However, few scholars have studied the OGB model of C2C community platforms to explore consumer behaviors. C2C community OGB platforms are LINE shopping communities that are mainly composed of the promoter’s family members, friends, colleagues, and classmates (natural relationships) unlike the B2C and C2B model where the customers do not know each other. That is to say, the community C2C OGB relationship is a relationship of close and physical interactions between each other, meaning it has a direct or indirect effect of mutual influence, which further influences the OGB intention. Therefore, based on the abovementioned, this study mainly used the C2C model as the context of OGB and explored the factors influencing consumers’ OGB intention.



As people are social animals living in many groups, OGB easily initiates the impulse to shop. In addition to observing the consumption behaviors of these groups, other people are influenced by these groups, which is shown in their consumer decisions and consumption behaviors. In other words, when people are in a group, they often make decisions based on the influence of the majority and will follow the thinking or behaviors of the majority without much consideration, which is what psychologists call “conformity behaviors” [4]. In social psychology, conformity behaviors refer to individuals’ tendency to change their minds or behaviors in the face of peer pressure, allowing them to think or behave similarly to the group [5]. In other words, an individual perceives the pressure from significant others or groups (e.g., parents, spouse, friends, and colleagues) about whether they need to perform a specific behavior. The stronger the positive subjective norm is, the more likely it is to urge people to perform such behavior. The herd theory also advocates that the current behavior of people can be affected by observing previous behaviors of others, where in most cases people merely observe without considering and evaluating a certain behavior [6,7,8]. Especially when consumers are hesitant to purchase something, they often seek information about relevant commodities from groups who have bought such commodities to reduce the risk and uncertainty of buying a new product. For example, when consumers make purchase decisions, they tend to follow the trend. While the previous studies of OGB focused on bargaining [9,10,11], less attention was paid to the study of the impact of conformity on OGB behavior [12]. Therefore, this study discussed the factor of conformity influencing OGB intention.



Customer engagement refers to the recognition of the emotional connection or behavioral relationship between the customer and the brand or organization [13], which is built through long-term and mutual interaction, communication, and good customer experience, and the customer can resonate, then react and generate interaction. In this study, the groups for OGB were composed of relatives and friends who knew each other, and the socioemotional relationship between acquaintances and friends had been established on a certain basis; thus, when these groups participated in OGB, it was more likely to cause positive customer engagement. Gartner found that up to 74% of consumers rely on social networks (communities) to guide their purchasing behaviors. Although previous studies focused on discussing the variables of buying intentions, such as price [9,10,11], perceived risks [14,15], and conformity behaviors [12], few scholars took customer engagement as a variable of OGB. Therefore, this study emphasizes the mediating effect of customer engagement, taking it as one of the variables affecting OGB intention [13].



Finally, based on the TPB theory, in addition to attitudes and subjective norms, perceived behavioral control (PBC) is also a crucial factor in predicting consumer behavior intentions. When studying the factors affecting consumers’ exchange intentions regarding digital coupons, it was proposed to add perceived behavioral control to the TPB model as a variable, demonstrating a better interpretation than the TRA model [16]. In an OGB environment, users may face potential risks, such as insufficient information about the product before purchase to make an assessment, concerns about potential risks, such as errors in product returns or replacement, as well as the privacy and security of information and price transparency [17]. These perceived risks could arise even for consumers shopping in a physical environment, which in turn can influence their decision-making in purchasing [18]. For consumers engaged in OGB, because they cannot confirm whether the product meets their expectations or find that it is not used after the purchase, they have the sense of losing money. Therefore, when consumers perceive greater risks of OGB products, they are uneasy or hesitant to make purchases, which may further decrease the consumer’s OGB intention, and vice versa, increase the OGB intention. Therefore, this study used perceived risks as an interference factor that influences the relationship between customer engagement and OGB intention.



In conclusion, the contributions of this study are shown as follows:



(1) OGB is a new transaction model of e-commerce. The previous studies focused on the discussion of the B2C and C2B OGB model. However, less attention was paid to the C2C OGB model. The discussion of this study can be conducive to supplementing the lack of literature on the C2C transaction model of OGB.



(2) The research results have substantial contributions to the prediction of online consumer behavior (especially of the participants of OGB) and the operation of OGB platforms. According to the results, it is recommended that OGB platforms improve customer engagement when they attract potential customers and convert them into buyers. They should also build good community relationships through social media [19,20,21] so that the word-of-mouth effect extended from conformity behaviors can be strengthened. Furthermore, they should adopt management mechanisms to ease the insecurity of consumers while participating in OGB. They may provide a complete return and exchange mechanism, return the price difference if the purchasing price is proven to be higher, or provide a warranty policy.



(3) The research results echo the studies conducted by many scholars, explaining the consumer’s OGB attitudes and intentions based on the theory of consumer behaviors [1,17,22,23,24,25,26,27,28,29,30]. Moreover, by taking customer engagement as the mediating factor of consumers’ conformity behaviors and OGB intention, this study explored the emotional connection established by conformity behavior on the OGB platform and the resultant sharing. As a result, the OGB intention was further improved.



The above results have substantial contributions to both the consumer behavior theory and the marketing theory [30]. Based on the perspective of consumer behaviors, this study firstly probed into the relevant factors that can affect consumers’ OGB intention. Meanwhile, based on the angles of consumers’ conformity behaviors and customer engagement, this study explored their influence on consumers’ OGB intention. Lastly, the interference effect of consumers’ perceived risks of OGB platforms for customer engagement and OGB intention were discussed.




2. Literature Review and Hypotheses Development


2.1. OGB


Since the financial tsunami in 2008, OGB has steadily gained its market share in the overall retail market. The annual turnover of the global OGB market is USD 5 billion. The market leader, Groupon, has more than 43 million customers globally, with a turnover of more than USD 2.2 billion [26,31]. OGB, which is a form of quantity discount that reduces the price due to the increased demand by aggregating consumer demands, is a new type of e-commerce model [2]. OGB is attractive in two ways; one is that the price of OGB is lower than the price of general physical or online shopping and the other is that consumers can freely choose to join OGB and receive the quantity discount, which gives consumers bargaining power against suppliers [18]. That is, as the bargaining power between consumers and sellers increases when the number of consumers increases, OGB enables sellers to reduce the cost of attracting new consumers and enables consumers to buy products at lower prices [1]. In OGB, consumers are able to purchase products at a discounted price and sellers are able to retain the existing consumers and attract new consumers, thus, this transaction model enables both parties to create value together.



As the online shopping market gradually matures, the convenience of online transaction methods becomes better than that of physical stores, and because network shopping eliminates the restrictions of time and space, three kinds of OGB business models have been developed. The first type is the business-to-customer (B2C) model. In this OGB model, businesses provide specific products on their platform (such as GOMAJI, Yahoo Super Mall, Rakuten Market, and Amazon), and consumers who are interested in these products must buy a certain number of the products within a certain period of time to receive a discount; thus, this model is intended to provide specific products, meaning that consumers may not be able to buy the required products.



The second type is the customer-to-business (C2B) model, which is also called the independent third party-initiated model. In this model, online platforms (such as ihergo and 17iLife e-commerce) provide a variety of products, and consumers can find the products they need. When this group of consumers is interested in a certain product, they actively gather a large number of consumers interested in this product and then bargain with the seller to receive better discounts.



The third type is the customer-to-customer (C2C) model, which is not initiated by businesses or an independent third party, but by the consumers themselves, who call on friends, family members, and office colleagues to gather and purchase the products together when they have the same purchase demand to achieve the purchasing goal of reducing the price (e.g., using Shopee, Yahoo Auction, Line communities, and Facebook communities). Therefore, this group of consumers does not deliberately gather due to being members of an established buying group but naturally gather due to the same living environment [18].



Previous studies of the issues related to OGB usually focused on the business-to-customer and independent third-party platform-to-customer models to explore shopping intentions; for example, Ref. [1] explored the causes and consequences of OGB intention from the perspective of the theory of planned behavior (TPB); Ref. [32] used price, waiting time, and demand as the interference variables, and explored the willingness of OGB based on the theory of cognitive equity; Ref. [33] used social capital and platform synergies to influence the development of OGB consumers through the mediating effect of customer engagement; Ref. [26] determined consumers’ intentions to engage in OGB according to the perceived values and perceived trust of consumers, as well as the influence of sensitivity on interpersonal relationships; Ref. [18] targeted OGB initiated by friends and family members who had participated in OGB and how they influenced OGB intention with valuable, emotional, and evaluative social recognition through perceived values, perceived risks, and cognitive efforts. As few scholars have studied the customer-to-customer (C2C) consumer-initiated OGB model, this study took the transaction model initiated by consumers as the main subject of OGB.




2.2. Group Buying Intention


“Intention” indicates the probability of an individual taking action, meaning when the individual realizes they have the ability, resources, and opportunities to perform a particular behavior, the individual feels they have increased control, and their intention to act also increases [1]. Making purchasing decisions is a complex process, and the buying intention is often related to views and attitudes about consumer behaviors; Ref. [34] pointed out that the buying intention is the probability that a consumer will attempt to purchase the product, and the higher the buying intention, the higher the probability of purchasing the product.



Previous studies considered consumers’ online transaction behaviors or psychological tendencies as an intention. For instance, Refs. [16,35,36] pointed out that consumers’ use of the digital coupon redemption behavior can be regarded as the intention for digital coupon redemption. The above studies analyzed the key factors affecting consumers’ digital coupon redemption intention based on the TRA, the TPB, and the unified theory of acceptance and use of technology (UTAUT). Such factors included attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control. In [37], it was pointed out that consumers’ attitudes toward advertising and adoption of location-based coupons could positively affect their intention to use such coupons. On the other hand, in the study on the prerequisites for affecting consumers’ transactions on the existing bargain sites, Ref. [38] indicated that consumers characterized by price orientation, enjoyment, market mavenism, and shopping smart could positively affect consumers’ intention to buy at the existing bargain sites. However, they also pointed out that consumers with value consciousness and high perceived risks have less intention to buy at such sites. Meanwhile, this study concluded that the concept of consumers’ willingness to redeem digital coupons, using location-based coupons online, and buying at the existing bargain sites also applies to OGB platforms.



As this study explored OGB, the buying intention referred to the intention to participate in OGB, that is, the willingness of a consumer to engage in the consumption behavior of OGB; Ref. [39] defined OGB intention as the intention of an individual to engage in OGB [26,40].



The previous studies pointed out that consumers with a higher degree of involvement in OGB platforms have a higher OGB intention [26]. In the past, many scholars generally analyzed the OGB behaviors of individuals or groups through the intention to participate in OGB platforms [21,26,27,29,41,42,43]. As the OGB intention of an individual can be regarded as the possible buying behavior of the consumer [44] or a kind of consumer decision-making, the OGB participation intention can also be treated as the consumer’s buying behavior at OGB platforms [29]. According to the marketing literature on the factors affecting consumers’ online buying intentions in the past, such factors are mainly derived from the consumers’ perceived value of the product [45,46,47], perceived quality [48,49], perceived risks [50,51], and perceived purchase equity [15,52].




2.3. Conformity Behavior and Online Group Buying Intention


Conformity behavior is a type of convergent social behavior [4]. Ref. [53] was one of the first scholars to propose the concept of “conformity” and argued that the behavior of conformity means that individuals in a group, whether voluntarily or involuntarily, obey the opinions of the majority, accept the influence of the group, and change their behaviors or thoughts accordingly. In daily life, conformity behavior is a very common behavior; for example, when a person’s friends want to buy an item, although not interested in this item, he/she will also buy it to avoid being labeled as especially unsociable, and this is an occurrence of conformity behavior; Ref. [54] argued that conformity behavior is informational influence and normative influence under social influences.



“Informational influence” means that individuals change their initial ideas and values and, further, their consumption behaviors through external sources, such as reviews, reputation, and blogs [55]. The most important concept of informational influence is “internalization”, which means that when consumers have uncertainty or lack relevant knowledge, they seek external assistance (e.g., friends, relatives, reference groups) to change their views and values [56], and thus conformity behavior appears. “Normative influence” is also known as subjective norms or social influence, which are associated with social pressures to agree or disagree with the expected behaviors of others [55]. Normative influence includes obedience and identity, where obedience means to make others have a positive view of themselves to avoid punishment or receive a reward [56], while identity refers to the conformity behavior pattern that occurs when a group performs a certain behavior, and individuals do the same to maintain a good relationship with the group and conform to the expectations of the group.



It was pointed out previously that when doubts arise during the OGB process, the doubters often listen to the opinions of others as a reference, especially the sharing and communication among colleagues, thereby increasing the willingness to engage in OGB [57]. In addition, Ref. [58] pointed out that when consumers have insufficient information, they would likely make judgments by observing others or listening to the opinions of others, and when the number of group buyers is larger, the conformity behavior is higher and consumers are more likely to have the willingness to buy. Therefore, in OGB, consumers refer to or obey the opinions of others due to insufficient grasp of product information or because of pressure from relatives and friends when making purchasing decisions; thus, when consumers decide whether to participate in OGB, there may also be conformity behavior. To sum up, this study proposed H1 as follows:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

Conformity behavior has a positive impact on OGB intention.






2.4. Conformity Behavior and Customer Engagement


In addition to meeting the customer’s own needs for the product price, appearance, and functionality, there are many factors that determine a consumer’s purchase decision, including the influence exerted by the behavior of other group members; Ref. [8] studied how conformity behavior on social media (Facebook, IG) influences user intention and pointed out that while an individual may have had no intention of clicking on the advertising message or reading the sponsored advertising content, they would later see other people (such as good friends, close friends, group members) “like”, appraise, or even leave a post and share the product, change their mind, and click on the advertising content and even visit the brand’s website. The above displays the two major characteristics of conformity buying: one is when consumers may not really like or need the product, they know little about the product, and their motivation to buy is caused by the influence of the group; the second is that an individual has a demand for a certain product, but their choice of brand is not based on analysis or any assessment criteria, but by the products commonly used by the group members. Therefore, in OGB involving friends and relatives, individuals invest energy, effort, and time in interactions in the community and participate in OGB to maintain emotional engagement among friends and relatives or meet their expectations. To sum up, this study proposed H2a and H2b as follows:



Hypothesis 2a (H2a).

Conformity behavior (normative influence) has a positive impact on customer engagement.





Hypothesis 2b (H2b).

Conformity behavior (informational influence) has a positive impact on customer engagement.






2.5. Customer Engagement and OGB Intention


While the concept of customer engagement has been discussed for more than ten years, the previous discussions focused on the behavioral level [59], where customer engagement was defined as customers’ engagement in the subject (company/brand/community), including the brand reputation, recommendations and content generation, and suggestions [60]. Some scholars have also pointed out that, in addition to behavioral engagement, customer engagement includes customers’ continuous links between psychology and the subject (company/brand/community) [13,61]; Ref. [62] defined customer engagement as customers’ attitudes at the psychological level or engagement at the behavioral level through repeated interactions, thereby enhancing a strong connection to the organization or brand; Ref. [63] suggested that customer engagement referred to the customer’s direct or indirect contribution to the organization, thereby increasing the value of the organization, where direct contribution referred to customers making purchases, while indirect contribution referred to customers’ non-transactional behaviors towards the company, including all positive recommendations, feedback, and suggestions posted on social media. In this study, the groups for OGB were composed of relatives and friends who knew each other, and the socioemotional relationship between acquaintances and friends was established on a certain basis; thus, when these groups participated in OGB, it was more likely to cause positive customer engagement.



In previous studies of customer engagement, most scholars divided customer engagement into two elements: the psychological level and the behavior level. Studies on the psychological level mainly discussed the degree of customer engagement in the activities initiated by organizations or the strength of the relationship between the businesses and the customers [62], where psychological engagement included trust, satisfaction, commitment, customer value, and loyalty to and emotional connection with the organization [64]. Thus, the higher the connection between the customer and the organization, the higher the level of cognition and emotional factors, which also means higher customer engagement.



Ref. [65] found that customer engagement positively influences buying intentions as customers indirectly increase their willingness to buy through repeated interactions and engagement in the organizations’ activities; Ref. [66] stated that customer engagement through mobile applications indirectly imposes positive influences on buying intentions; Ref. [67] also found that increased customer engagement significantly influences the willingness to buy, which in turn attracts customers’ attention to the brand and further increases their willingness to buy. In this study, acquaintances and friends actively participated in the discussions, sharing, and suggestions about OGB and were psychologically loyal to the group, meaning the concept of customer engagement was established, which may have also positively influenced their intentions to engage in OGB. To sum up, this study proposed H3 as follows:



Hypothesis 3 (H3).

Customer engagement has a positive impact on OGB intention.






2.6. The Moderating Role of Perceived Risks


Perceived risk was first incorporated into the field of marketing management by [68] who indicated that consumers would have some unpredictable sense of uncertainty about the outcome of the actions taken, which would make them feel unpleasant; thus, consumer behaviors could be regarded as an instance of risk taking. However, Ref. [69] further proposed that when consumers make a purchase and perceive that their purchasing behavior does not reach the expected target, they would perceive risks, which would also influence the consumption behaviors. If the perceived risks cannot be accepted, the consumer would take actions to reduce risks to increase their purchase confidence; Ref. [70] pointed out that when faced with perceived risks, users could reduce the degree of perceived risks to an acceptable range by reducing the uncertainty of their perception or reducing possible losses.



Currently, due to the maturing development of the Internet, there are changes to consumption patterns, and online stores are full of goods that provide more product information than traditional channels. However, since Taiwanese consumers are still accustomed to actually seeing and touching the product before purchasing it, consumers have increased perceived risks of shopping on the Internet compared to traditional channels [71]; Ref. [72] found that consumers of live shopping platforms would have more fear of unfamiliarity with products or stores if they had no relevant experience; thus, their perceived risks would increase; Ref. [73] mentioned that consumers face risks in the B2C business environment, such as goods traded online having worse product benefits than expected, loss of personal privacy during online shopping, and wasting too much time, money, or effort; Ref. [74] pointed out that in the C2C environment, users face higher risks than on B2C e-commerce platforms because such transaction models are not actually in contact with buyers, and consumers also have concerns about the personal characteristics of the sellers and buyers, which thereby increases the perceived risks.



Individuals live in groups. In addition to family groups, the groups we frequently interact with may include friends and colleagues; Ref. [75] pointed out that when consumers’ perceived risks become higher during purchasing decisions, the information provided through reference groups appears more important than information from other sources; thus, consumers listen to their suggestions, thereby reducing their OGB intention. In contrast, the OGB intention is increased. To sum up, this study proposed H4 as follows:



Hypothesis 4 (H4).

When consumers have high perceived risks, the positive effect of customer engagement on OGB intention is reduced.






2.7. The Mediating Role of Customer Engagement


Conformity is seen as part of leading group behaviors regardless of gender, age group, and even different levels of education [76]; for example, users of social media increase their engagement to obtain a sense of identity and self-identity with the influencers they follow, such as users wanting to buy the same product as the influencer, which increases their attention to the product and even their willingness to buy [67]; Ref. [65] found that the customer’s business identity requires increased customer engagement to have a significant impact on their willingness to buy again, meaning that companies must establish customer loyalty to encourage customers to buy again. According to the above, it can be concluded that between the prerequisites and the buying intention, customer engagement can be used as a variable with a mediating effect, as well as the effect of increasing the buying intention. To sum up, this study proposed H5 as follows:



Hypothesis 5 (H5).

Customer engagement has a mediating effect between conformity behavior and OGB intention.







3. Research Method


3.1. Research Framework


This study mainly explored the influence of consumers’ conformity behaviors and customer engagement on OGB intention and took the perceived risks on OGB platforms as an interference factor. The concept of conformity behaviors was mainly derived from the herd theory proposed in [6]. According to the theory, the individuals’ behaviors can be affected by observing previous behaviors of others, similarly to the behaviors of a flock of sheep [6,8]. OGB is more likely to result in impulsive shopping behavior because in addition to their own attitudes, individuals’ behaviors can also be affected by social influence—for instance, the opinions of leaders or the majority [12,77] or the influence of members in other groups [12,78]. These influences will further affect their decision-making and consumption behaviors, especially on online transaction platforms, as the information is often asymmetrical. Therefore, when consumers buy products on such platforms, they worry about the risks of buying poor-quality products. From the argument of the herd theory, conformity behaviors are an important prerequisite for predicting consumers’ OGB intention [12,79].



In the business environment of OGB platforms, eWOM is a phenomenon of information exchange among consumers [80]. Such a phenomenon reflects the conformity mentality of consumers. Therefore, before buying, consumers would get information about products through the recommendations of the OGB platforms to decrease the risks of information insufficiency. Moreover, in terms of the normative influence of social interactions, like-minded consumers would interact with each other [81]. Such interaction is similar to conformity behaviors of consumers. In other words, consumers tend to buy products recommended by OGB platforms to obtain a sense of identity and belonging, as well as meet the expectations of such platforms. Therefore, this study proposed that conformity behaviors could affect customer engagement [82,83]. In addition, previous studies pointed out that customer engagement could positively affect buying intentions [66,84]. For instance, consumers actively share on social media platforms and give positive comments on shared content by giving “likes” [85]. In this way, consumers will start paying attention to the brand and enhance their buying intentions. Therefore, this study regarded customer engagement as positive engagement for individuals to participate in OGB events consisting of friends and relatives. From the psychological facet of such participation, as individuals and their friends and relatives have established a certain emotional connection, they become more loyal to such OGB. From the participation behaviors, buying intentions toward OGB platforms can be enhanced as friends and relatives discuss the products they bought on these platforms. In conclusion, customer engagement may have a mediating effect on consumers’ conformity behaviors and OGB intention.



Lastly, customers may have perceived risks when shopping if they perceive that particular buying behaviors could not meet their expectations. The mentality of such perceived risks is more distinct in online transactions. Consumers may take evasive measures if they perceive the potential risks of a transaction to reduce their losses [86,87]. As a result, consumers are less likely to participate in OGB platforms if they doubt the transactions involved. In conclusion, this study proposed that perceived risks might regulate the relationship between customer engagement and OGB intention. The construct of this study, based on the above premises, is shown in Figure 1:




3.2. Research Subjects


The subjects of this study were consumers who participated in buying from OGB platforms initiated by their friends and relatives. The questionnaires were distributed to those consumers with experience in OGB online. The consumers, selected by snowball sampling, were invited to pass the questionnaires to other consumers with OGB experience. The period from distributing to receiving the questionnaires was seven weeks, starting from 12 January to 21 March 2021.




3.3. Measurement Development


This study included four constructs, including conformity behaviors, customer engagement, perceived risks, and OGB intention. We used the established scale in the available literature to measure the variables. Then, we modified the variable design according to the situation. In addition, the measurements of the research constructs in this paper were scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) applied for all the selected measures. To improve translation equivalence, translation and back translation procedures were performed by different bilingual Chinese–English assistants. Conformity behaviors items were adapted from [55]; customer engagement items were adapted from [13]; perceived risks items were adapted from [88] and [15]; OGB intention items were adapted from [15].





4. Research Results


4.1. Data Collection and Demographic Characteristics of the Participants


In this study, 322 samples were collected in total; 26 invalid questionnaires were excluded due to incomplete answers or respondents having no OGB experience on OGB platforms in the previous six months, leaving a total of 296 valid questionnaires.



As indicated in Table 1, preliminary analysis of the questionnaires found that women comprised the majority with OGB experience on community e-commerce platforms (62.8%); the largest age group was under 25 years old (25.3%), followed by people 41–45 years old (18.6%), 46–50 years old (18.2%), and older (18.2%). In terms of educational status, most were university and college graduates (62.5%), followed by high school graduates (vocational high school graduates) (22.0%). In the previous six months, the number of experiences of OGB on community e-commerce platforms was mostly less than 5 (69.9%), followed by 6–10 times (17.9%). The majority of the participants (52.0%) were from the northern region.




4.2. Verification of Non-Response Bias


To ensure the collected data posed no concern of non-response bias, we evaluated non-response bias by comparing early and late respondents on demographic variables and model constructs [89]. The result showed no significant differences between the early and late respondents, suggesting that non-response bias was not a concern.




4.3. Common Method Variance (CMV)


In this study, we adopted the procedural remedies of protecting respondent anonymity, reducing item ambiguity, and listing items for dependent variables prior to those for independent variables [90]. We also used Harman’s one-factor test to check for this potential problem [91]. The result showed that eight factors account for 75.07% of the variance and the first factor accounts for 26.09% of the variance. Hence, common method variance was not a concern.




4.4. Reliability and Validity Analysis


Cronbach’s alphas of all the constructs ranged from 0.912 and 0.779, showing good reliability. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) using Lisrel 8.7 was conducted to examine the validity. This study avoided the violation of the five-to-one ratio of sample size to parameter estimate by establishing two CFA models [92]. Model I contained two constructs, conformity Behavior and customer engagement, and Model II consisted of the other two constructs, perceived risks and OGB intention. The CFA result indicated a good model fit for both models (see Table 2). All the items in both models loaded significantly on their respective first-order constructs (standard factor loadings ranged from 0.64 to 0.90). The composite reliabilities (CR) in all the cases exceeded 0.7; all the average variance extracted (AVE) values were near or higher than the recommended level of 0.5 [93,94]. Thus, the convergent validity of constructs was acceptable. An analysis of the validity factors is presented in Table 2.



Following [54], this study treated conformity behavior as a second-order construct with two dimensions. Customer engagement was also considered a second-order construct [62,64]. Subsequently, two second-order CFAs for conformity behavior and customer engagement were run separately. Table 3 shows that both second-order constructs had a good model fit. Hence, we employed the higher-order constructs of conformity behavior and customer engagement in the hypothesis testing.



In terms of differential validity, in line with the method proposed in [93], this paper required that the open squared value of the average variation extraction (AVE) of each potential variable be greater than the absolute value of the correlation coefficient between the paired variables. Table 3 shows that there was a positive relationship between the facets and the coefficients did not exceed 0.8 [95], and the open squared values of AVE of all the potential variables were between 0.714 and 0.877, which is greater than the correlation coefficient of −0.241~0.663. In other words, the significance of the difference between the concepts in this study was obvious, which means that the structure of this study was reasonable and there was no serious collinearity problem; thus, the correlation between the concepts in this study could be further explored through regression analysis. Analysis of the means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients is provided in Table 4.




4.5. Regression Analysis


The hypotheses were tested using SPSS 25.0. To reduce the possibility of multicollinearity, both the independent and the moderating variables were mean-centered before producing the term [96]. Moderated hierarchical regression analyses were then used to test the hypotheses [97,98]. It can be seen from the F-value in Table 5 that the total verification effect reached a significant level (p < 0.001), which indicates that the regression pattern reached a significant level, and the adjusted explanatory variation was ca. 34%.



According to Table 5, for Model 1, conformity behavior (normative and informational) has a positive effect on buying intention (β = 0.150, p < 0.05; β = 0.116, p < 0.1, respectively); thus, H1a,b are supported. According to Table 5, for Model 5, conformity behavior (normative and informational) has a positive impact on customer engagement (β = 0.212, p < 0.01; β = 0.206, p < 0.01, respectively); thus, H2a,b are supported. According to Table 5, for Model 2, the results show that customer engagement has a positive impact on buying intention (β = 0.546, p < 0.001); thus, H3 is supported.



Next, this study verified the interference effect of the perceived risks on customer engagement and OGB intention. According to Table 5, for Model 4, the interaction of perceived risks and customer engagement has a significant negative effect on OGB intention (β = −0.124, p < 0.05), which indicates that the effect of perceived risks may be influenced in the process of customer engagement; thus, H4 is supported.



Finally, in conformity to the steps defined in [99], this study verified the mediating effect of customer engagement. According to Table 5, for Model 1, the conformity behavior (normative and informational) has a positive impact on OGB intention. Model 5 shows that conformity behavior (normative and informational) has a positive impact on customer engagement. Model 2 shows the influence of conformity behavior (normative and informational) and customer engagement on OGB intention, and the regression model reached a significant level (F = 27.211 ***), and after adding customer engagement, the effect of conformity behavior (normative and informational) on OGB intention was not significant. Therefore, the results show that customer engagement has a complete mediating effect between conformity behavior (normative and informational) and OGB intention; thus, H5 is supported.





5. Conclusions and Suggestions


5.1. Conclusions


This study mainly explored the influence of consumers’ conformity behaviors and customer engagement on OGB intention and took the perceived risks on OGB platforms as an interference factor. The results of this study show that H1 is supported, which indicates that conformity behavior has a positive effect on OGB intentions. When they lack product information, consumers can receive beneficial information by referring to the opinions of other groups, or they will participate in OGB because of the pressure from their friends and family members and the desire to receive the recognition of the group. Therefore, the occurrence of conformity behaviors increases OGB intention, which echoes [8,57,58] and other studies, that is, the number of “likes” and sharing in social media us influenced by conformity behavior; when individuals abandon their own ideas and follow the opinions of others due to the normative influence of peers and when individuals are uncertain or eager for correctness, they make choices by observing others or listening to their opinions, thereby improving the OGB intention. Therefore, in this study, when OGB was carried out between relatives and friends, conformity behavior at both the normative and informational levels positively influenced the OGB intention.



The results of this study show that H2 is supported, which indicates that conformity behavior has a positive impact on customer engagement. When friends and family members invite consumers to participate in OGB, consumers play an active role to maintain their feelings for each other or meet their expectations. When consumers encounter problems in OGB, meaning they lack relevant knowledge, they discuss the issue with friends and relatives or ask them to make recommendations, assessments, and suggestions in order to enhance consumer engagement in the OGB activities performed by friends and family members. Therefore, in this study, for consumers in OGB by relatives and friends, the normative influence or informational influence of conformity behavior increased engagement in OGB on such community e-commerce platforms.



The results of this study show that H3 is supported, which indicates that customer engagement has a positive impact on OGB intention. As there are considerable basic socioemotional relationships between acquaintances and friends when participating in OGB, it is more likely to cause positive customer engagement, and the OGB intention will be stronger. This conclusion echoes the findings of [65,66]: i.e., customers who repeatedly interact and engage in organizing activities indirectly increase their willingness to buy; increased customer engagement increases the attention paid to the brand, which further increases the willingness to buy. Therefore, the active engagement of acquaintances and friends in OGB discussions, sharing, and other behaviors, and loyalty to the OGB community all directly influence the OGB intention.



The results of this study show that H4 is supported, which indicates that perceived risks have an interference effect between customer engagement and OGB intention, meaning each consumer has a certain tolerance for risks [76], and once the perceived risks become higher and even exceed their risk tolerance limit, the consumer may choose to abandon the purchase [76,100]. When the information from reference groups appears more important than information from other sources, the consumers listen to their advice, thereby reducing their OGB intention.



The results of this study show that H5 is supported, which indicates that customer engagement has a mediating effect between the conformity behavior and OGB intention and echoes the findings of [67]. Although the scope of the discussion topic was not exactly the same, there was a significant positive impact on buying intentions. This study found that when the discussion topic was included in the scope of OGB intention, customer engagement also had a mediating effect. This finding echoes that of some relevant studies [13,101,102] that customer engagement has a mediating effect on behaviors and intentions. That is, customer engagement is a critical social interaction in the process of OGB transactions. Meanwhile, the research results also have substantial contributions to the literature of consumers’ behaviors and marketing—the major finding of this study.




5.2. Research Implications


In the previous studies of OGB intention, various prerequisites had a direct impact on buying intentions, such as perceived risks and conformity behavior [8,103], or indirect impact through other factors [14,15,58] or perceived risks, such as the interference factor of conformity behavior and mediating variables that influence buying intentions [57,104]. This study explored the influence of conformity behavior on OGB intention and regarded perceived risks as interference factors. It is worth noting that participants in OGB often interact and share products or services on social media platforms [13,100,105]. This study further indicated that the phenomenon of network socialization is also key to affecting behaviors and intentions. Therefore, in order to completely understand the process of OGB of consumers, customer engagement was added as the mediating variable of the relationship discussed above. This endeavor is the first attempt in the discussion of OGB—one of the main contributions of this study.



While [67] took customer engagement as the mediating variable to explore buying intentions for products advertised on social media and the electronic word-of-mouth intention [101], the difference from this study lay in the different prerequisites with the same effect on OGB intention. Therefore, this study suggested that in terms of theoretical implications, customer engagement can be regarded as an OGB intention and an important prerequisite of buying intentions and variable settings, such as the perceived risks and conformity behavior in the model, should be different from the previous studies and verified; thus, customer engagement as a mediating variable can be a new research area in subsequent studies on the related topics.




5.3. Managerial Implications


The results of this study show that perceived risks are a negative factor that influences OGB intention and customer engagement, which indicates that the perceived risks of consumers during OGB can easily cause the group’s buying intentions to decrease and excludes customer engagement. However, many studies have shown that any consumption behavior may have unanticipated consequences for consumers, meaning that consumers have certain risks when making purchases [15,68,88]; thus, perceived risks are difficult for consumers to eliminate. However, this study found that customer engagement had a complete mediating effect between perceived risks and OGB intention, meaning that even if consumers perceive a risk, the level of customer engagement still influences the OGB intention; Ref. [63] found that consumer engagement positively influences the value of consumers to organizations; Ref. [62] pointed out that customer engagement referred to a strong connection and interaction between consumers’ psychology, actions, and organizations; thus, in general, group buyers must reduce their perceived risks to improve OGB intention; for example, companies can establish a good warranty service or detailed return and exchange procedures for high-risk products, intangible products, or luxury goods, enhance consumer engagement with the company through trust and loyalty, and refer more to consumers’ opinions of a product.



This study also found that the informational influence of conformity behavior was greater than the normative influence on customer engagement, which indicates that consumers are susceptible to informational influence and increased customer engagement; thus, when consumers have insufficient information or lack relevant knowledge of OGB, the comments or recommendations of their relatives and friends are influential. Therefore, in the application of group buyers, the possibility of products being purchased is increased when they are praised by many parties, and operators can improve their products by responding to bad reviews.



Overall, this study suggests that group buyers can focus more on consumer engagement, such as via OGB platforms that are designed to be easy to use, communicate quickly, and share information to enhance customer engagement; run social media associations to increase customer engagement; use more influential celebrity endorsements to make good use of the effectiveness of conformity behavior to increase customer engagement.




5.4. Research Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies


This study constructed the model structure and assumptions according to the practical phenomenon of community OGB and rigorous literature discussion; however, there are still deficiencies and limitations, as well as many topics that are worth exploring in the future, which are listed below.



Firstly, in terms of the product characteristic classification, the investigation of OGB products in this study did not specify or distinguish the products based on categories; at present, the main OGB products are food, clothing, and accessories, daily necessities, small household appliances/3C products, and skincare products; however, the development of information technology and OGB continues to flourish and, coupled with the COVID-19 pandemic, OGB and community shopping products are becoming more and more diversified; for example, fresh vegetables and fruits, and cosmeceuticals ordered from overseas have become popular purchases. Therefore, future studies can use the classification of consumer goods to probe into whether the influence of community OGB on convenience goods, shopping items, and special items is different.



Secondly, while this study proposed that customer engagement plays a crucial role in both academic studies and practical implications, there are still many potential variables that can influence customer engagement. Therefore, it is recommended that subsequent studies use different research variables to influence customer engagement, such as perceived values, trust in initiators, and online reputation, to confirm the importance of customer engagement.



Furthermore, the C2C mode was taken as the context of OGB in this study, and consumers with buying experiences on OGB platforms initiated by friends and relatives were selected as the subjects. Under such circumstances, the factors that can affect consumers’ OGB intention were explored. As friends and relatives initiated OGB, a certain emotional connection and mutual trust was established between them. Therefore, they actively discussed and shared about OGB, which formed a small network relationship, but with the same nature. It is unclear whether the formation of this type of relationship can be applied to other networks. Thus, it is recommended to conduct further research in different contexts (such as live streaming).



Finally, among the respondents, female consumers comprised the majority (63.6%); thus, the ability of this study to generalize the results for males is relatively lacking. In addition, the sample subjects were mostly from the north of Taiwan, and the largest age group of the respondents was under 25 years old; thus, future studies can collect samples based on gender, region, and age groups to ensure more representative research results.
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Figure 1. Conceptual model. 






Figure 1. Conceptual model.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants.






Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants.





	
Profile

	
Category

	
Number

	
Percentage (%)






	
Gender

	
Male

	
110

	
37.2%




	
Female

	
186

	
62.8%




	
Age

	
≤25

	
75

	
25.3%




	
26–30

	
18

	
6.1%




	
31–35

	
11

	
3.7%




	
36–40

	
29

	
9.8%




	
41–45

	
55

	
18.6%




	
46–50

	
54

	
18.2%




	
≥51

	
54

	
18.2%




	
Education

	
Junior high school or below

	
4

	
1.3%




	
Senior high/technical

	
65

	
22.0%




	
University or college

	
185

	
62.5%




	
Master’s or above

	
42

	
14.2%




	
Living area

	
North

	
154

	
52.0%




	
Central

	
91

	
30.7%




	
South

	
49

	
16.6%




	
East

	
2

	
0.7%




	
OGB experience (times)

	
≤5

	
207

	
69.9%




	
6–10

	
53

	
17.9%




	
11–15

	
19

	
6.4%




	
16–20

	
11

	
3.7%




	
≥21

	
6

	
2.0%
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Table 2. Items, reliability, and results of the CFA.






Table 2. Items, reliability, and results of the CFA.









	Item
	Loadings





	Model I X2 = 228.27, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.067, CFI = 0.95, NFI = 0.91, GFI = 0.91
	



	Conformity behavior—normative influence (AVE = 0.53, CR = 0.87)
	



	I realy purchase the latest fashion styles until I am sure my friends approve of them
	0.64



	It is important that others like the products and brands I buy
	0.73



	When buying prodcts, I generally purchase those brands that I think others will approve of.
	0.74



	If others people can see me using a product, I often purchae the brand they expect me to buy
	0.83



	I like th know what brands and producs make good impressions on others
	0.71



	I achieve a sens of belonging by purchasing the same products and brands that others purchase.
	0.72



	Conformity behavior—informational influence (AVE = 0.54, CR = 0.78)
	



	To make sure I buy the right product or brand, I often observe what others are buying and using
	0.73



	If I have little expericnce with a product, I often ask my friends about the product
	0.77



	I frequently gather information form friends or family about a product before I buy
	0.72



	Customer engagement—psychological level (AVE = 0.66, CR = 0.88)
	



	I am heavily into this community
	0.79



	I pay a lot of attention to anything about this community
	0.78



	Anything related to this community grabs my attention
	0.88



	I enjoy t this community more when I am with others
	0.81



	Customer engagement—behavioral level (AVE = 0.65, CR = 0.84)
	



	I do things to make the community’s job easier
	0.86



	I provide the community some useful suggestions to improve services
	0.85



	I help other members get what they need within this community
	0.70



	Model II X2 = 112.19, p < 0.001, RMSEA = 0.055, CFI = 0.98, NFI = 0.96,GFI = 0.94
	



	Perceived risks—financial risk (AVE = 0.79, CR = 0.92)
	



	I would be concerned that I really would be a bad way to spend my money
	0.87



	I would be concerned that the financial investment I would make woud not be wise.
	0.92



	I would be concerned that I really would not get my money’s worth form the product
	0.89



	Perceived risks—performance risk (AVE = 0.68, CR = 0.86)
	



	I worry about whether the product will really perform as well as it is supposed to
	0.84



	I become concerned that the product will not provide the level of benefits that I would be expecting
	0.87



	Cases me to be concerned for how really dependable and reliable that product will be
	0.76



	Perceived risks—psychological risk (AVE = 0.79, CR = 0.91)
	



	Buying a product on OGB sites makes me feel psychologically uncomfortable
	0.88



	Buying a product on OGB sites gives me a feeling of unwanted anxiety
	0.90



	Buying a product on OGB sites causes me to experience unnecessary tension
	0.89



	OGB intention (AVE = 0.71, CR = 0.90)
	



	I intend to make OGB sites my primary platform for online purchases
	0.80



	I intend to regularly use OGB sites
	0.81



	I intend to make future purchases from OGB sites
	0.88



	I intend to continue using OGB sites
	0.89
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Table 3. Second-order CFA for conformity behavior and customer engagement.
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Second-Order Construct

	
First-Order Dimension

	
Loadings






	
Conformity behavior (X2 = 65.07, RMSEA = 0.071, NFI = 0.94, CFI = 0.96, NNFI = 0.95, GFI = 0.95)

	
Normative influence

	
0.83




	
Informational influence

	
0.78




	
Customer engagement (X2 = 51.75, RMSEA = 0.075, NFI = 0.96, CFI = 0.97, NNFI = 0.95, GFI = 0.95)

	
Psychological level

	
0.97




	
Behavioral level

	
0.75
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Table 4. Results of discriminant validity tests.
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	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6





	1. Conformity behavior—normative influence
	0.728
	
	
	
	
	



	2. Conformity behavior—informational influence
	0.518 **
	0.734
	
	
	
	



	3. Customer engagement—psychological
	0.271 **
	0.284 **
	0.812
	
	
	



	4. Customer engagement—behavioral
	0.307 **
	0.287 **
	0.663 **
	0.806
	
	



	5. Perceived risks
	0.024
	−0.081
	−0.302 **
	−0.241 **
	0.877
	



	6. OGB intention
	0.194 **
	0.192 **
	0.536 **
	0.473 **
	−0.272 **
	0.842



	Mean
	2.41
	2.73
	2.29
	3.61
	3.64
	3.42



	Standard deviation
	0.62
	0.61
	0.65
	0.56
	0.57
	0.61







Note: Diagonals represent the square root of the average variance extracted. Other entries represent the intercorrelations of the constructs. ** p < 0.01.
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Table 5. Result of the regression analysis.
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OGB Intention

	
Customer Engagement

	
OGB Intention




	
Model 1

	
Model 2

	
Model 3

	
Model 4

	
Model 5

	
Model 6






	
Control variable

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
OGB frequency

	
0.150 **

	
0.081 +

	
0.073

	
0.077

	
0.125

	
0.083 +




	
Education

	
0.062

	
0.059

	
0.048

	
0.038

	
0.009

	
0.057




	
Independent variable

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Conformity behavior—normative influence

	
0.138 *

	

	

	

	
0.212 **

	
0.024




	
Conformity behavior—informational influence

	
0.116 +

	

	

	

	
0.206 **

	
0.006




	
Customer engagement

	

	
0.546 ***

	
0.515 ***

	
0.526 ***

	

	
0.536 ***




	
Interference variable

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Perceived risks (RC)

	

	

	
−0.105 *

	
−0.113 **

	

	




	
Interactive

	

	

	

	

	

	




	
Customer engagement * Perceived risks

	

	

	

	
−0.124 **

	

	




	
F-value

	
5.71 ***

	
45.52 ***

	
35.60 ***

	
30.35 ***

	
12.31 ***

	
27.21 ***




	
Adj R2

	
0.061

	
0.319

	
0.329

	
0.344

	
0.133

	
0.308




	
VIF

	
1.416

	
1.014

	
1.117

	
1.122

	
1.416

	
1.466








Note: + p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.



















	
	
Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.











© 2022 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/).






nav.xhtml


  sustainability-14-01941


  
    		
      sustainability-14-01941
    


  




  





media/file1.png
Customer

engagement
N H4 Perceived
A H5 N risks
Conformity _ OGB

behavior H intention





media/file0.jpg
Customer

engagement
Hi  Perceived
% H5 B — risks
Conformity oc

behavior H intention





