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Abstract  

Since the end of the 1990s, the number of articles on coopetition—a relationship built on 

simultaneous competition and cooperation—has steadily increased in response to the growing 

prevalence of relationships of coopetition in many industries. The tension inherent in a 

relationship of coopetition with a direct competitor presents both a challenge for managers 

and, at the same time, an exciting and complex research area. Different researchers of 

coopetition have addressed the topic from vastly different perspectives, basing their research 

on different theoretical frameworks, types of analysis, methods, and aims. By classifying 

articles on coopetition published in the last 20 years, this paper presents an application of 

cluster analysis to examine trends and tendencies in coopetition research. The paper also 

assesses whether this research field has followed a coherent progression during this period. 

The research reveals two independent research trends within the coopetition literature. The 

first research trend consists of studies that have mathematically modeled and simulated 

coopetition scenarios using game theory, whereas the second research stream consists of 

theoretical research describing the dynamics and tensions of coopetition based on evidence 

from case studies. Based on the cluster analysis, inter-firm alliances and their governance 

mechanisms emerge as the most promising theoretical and practical approach to improve 

cooperation between competitors. 
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1. Introduction 

The term coopetition refers to a complex reality that is widespread in today’s business 

world. The business environment is becoming increasingly turbulent, competitive, 

complex and uncertain, so collaboration with competitors offers many firms an attractive 

strategy (Bouncken et al. 2015a)—especially small firms lacking sufficient resources to 

cope with entrepreneurial challenges and seize market opportunities (Bengtsson and 

Johansson 2014). 

Shorter product life cycles, spiraling R&D costs, risk sharing (Gnyawali and Park 2009), 

and greater competitiveness are some of the reasons forcing firms to improve their 

resources and competencies. This poses a massive challenge for small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) (Aragón-Sánchez and Sánchez-Marín 2005), which, albeit 

competitive in certain business areas, are always weak in terms of their size. Cooperation 

can allow SMEs to group together and reach a large enough size to overcome their 

disadvantage with respect to larger competitors, while maintaining their advantage in 

terms of specialization, cost reduction, and flexibility (Pil and Holweg 2003). But 

cooperation is common among big companies, too. Through coopetition, firms can meet 

other objectives such as accessing technology, improving distribution channels or simply 

obtaining synergies. The inexorable spread of globalization has meant that markets no 

longer wait for firms to grow internally. The role of information technologies (ITs) has 

also been crucial in the qualitative shift from internal growth business rationale to the 

business dynamic of networking. Nevertheless, the growing importance of cooperation in 

today’s complex business environment gives rise to a paradox if the cooperating firm is 

also a competitor. 



Cooperation among competitors, far from being unusual or novel, is actually common 

and has a long history in business. According to Harbison et al. (1998), as early as the 

1990s, most cooperative agreements between businesses were between competitors. The 

executive credited with coining the term coopetition is Ray Noorda, CEO of the 

multinational software and services company Novell (Bengtsson and Kock 2014; Luo et 

al. 2006; Zhang and Frazier 2011), who first used the term during the emergence of the 

computer networking industry in the late 1980s. Since then, despite sporadic use of the 

word coopetition by prestigious executives, the first authors to formalize the term were 

Brandenburger and Nalebuff (1996). They analyzed coopetition using game theory, 

conceiving coopetition as a plus-sum game, rather than a zero-sum game, in which players 

(competitors) can win even when rivals do not lose. This is a prisoner’s dilemma variant 

of game theory (Lado et al. 1997). 

In addition to the inherent relevance of coopetition for SMEs (Kraus et al., 2012) or 

family firms (Harms et al. 2010), and the growth of coopetition thanks to networking 

technologies, case studies of global companies such as Sony, Samsung (Ritala and 

Hurmelinna-Laukkanen 2009), and Amazon (Ritala et al. 2014) have further raised the 

profile of coopetition as a business strategy and have garnered the attention of scholars 

and the public alike. The number of articles on coopetition is increasing rapidly, with a 

point of inflection around the year 2000. Nevertheless, the coopetition literature remains 

relatively scarce. As Liu et al. (2014) reported, the concept of coopetition has been 

applied to assess different business and organizational phenomena such as business 

networks (Chien 2005; Gnyawali and Madhavan 2001; Ritala and Hurmelinna-

Laukkanen 2009), strategic alliances (Afuah 2000; Khanna et al. 1998), multifaceted 

supply chain management relationships (Wilhelm 2011), conflicting relationships 
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between subsidiaries of multinational corporations (Luo 2005), and district formation 

(Soubeyran and Weber 2002).  

The sectors that have been studied vary greatly (Bouncken et al. 2015a). For instance, 

studies have examined coopetition in biotechnology (Lai et al. 2007), engineering (Shih 

et al. 2006), IT (Gueguen 2009), and service industries such as tourism (Wang and 

Krakover 2008), health care (Peng and Bourne 2009), insurance (e.g. Okura 2007), and 

transportation (Shao 2012). 

Research on coopetition has therefore been perceived as unsystematic, disperse, and 

heterogeneous, with scholars calling for a reflection on the conceptualization of 

coopetition and analysis of tendencies and research opportunities for better planning of 

the research agenda. Articles by Bengtsson and Kock (2014), Bouncken et al. (2015a), 

and Peng et al. (2012) represent milestones in coopetition research. This paper presents a 

classification of coopetition articles based on the three literature reviews by the 

aforementioned authors. The paper also discusses whether the coopetition literature has 

developed coherently according to the classification proposed by Bengtsson and Kock 

(2014) and Bouncken et al. (2015a). The analysis of patterns in coopetition research gives 

us a better understanding of the research streams within the coopetition literature and the 

trends and theoretical frameworks that support each of these streams of research. 

This paper has the following structure. Section 2 presents a literature review, building 

upon previous literature reviews by Peng et al. (2012), Bengtsson and Kock (2014), 

Bouncken et al. (2015a), and Gast et al. (2015). Section 2 also assesses the basic traits 

and dimensions that define different types of coopetition studies. Section 3 presents 

analysis of the coopetition literature according to the classification based on these 

dimensions. Section 4 summarizes the results, discusses research patterns, and describes 

clusters of coopetition studies. Section 5 presents the conclusions of the study. 



 

2. A review of research on coopetition 

2.1. Defining coopetition 

Like any theoretical concept designed to capture a complex reality in any of the social 

sciences, coopetition has been interpreted in numerous ways within different theoretical 

frameworks, albeit always under the same premise that coopetition refers to cooperation 

with competitors (Bengtsson and Kock 2000). Coopetition is inherently contradictory 

(competition vs. cooperation), so it creates tensions that, if handled improperly, can easily 

erode and destroy the relationship of coopetition (Wilhelm 2011). In fact, according to 

Bengsston and Kock (2014), the defining feature of coopetition is its paradoxical nature. 

Coopetition cannot exist without an interaction between the conflicting logics of 

cooperation and competition (Bengtsson et al. 2010; Smith and Lewis 2011). The 

definition of coopetition implies using the relationship of coopetition to address problems 

where the two opposing logics—competition and cooperation—are interrelated (Chen 

2008). From this perspective, coopetition is a challenging strategy that is hard to 

understand if considered outside a highly competitive environment where adverse 

circumstances force two competitors to join forces. Unsurprisingly, therefore, the word 

“forces” appears explicitly in many definitions of coopetition (Wiener and Saunders 

2014) and is implicit in many others, as is the case with intraorganizational coopetition. 

To make sense of the volatile, unstable relationships that characterize coopetition, some 

authors have extended the definition of coopetition by delineating the scope of 

relationships of cooperation and competition separately. For instance, Peng et al. (2012) 

defined coopetition as cooperation with competitors in non-market areas where direct 

competition takes place. Bengtsson and Kock (2000) proposed a similar definition, 

describing conventional coopetition as a situation whereby two organizations cooperate 



in activities such as R&D or procurement while competing in activities such as sales 

(Dahl 2014). In these definitions, firms cooperate in areas not directly involved with the 

customer while competing in customer-related areas (Bouncken et al. 2015a). In such 

cases, the dynamics of cooperation and competition are organizationally and even 

physically separate. An examination of the separation of these two dynamics in time can 

be found in the study by Brandenburger and Nalebuff (1996), which describes how firms 

must initially work together to create a market and then compete to obtain the biggest 

market share. In other definitions, the competitive part of coopetition is forced by a third 

party, as is the case when buying firms proactively build relationships of coopetition 

among suppliers to obtain collaborative synergies (Wu et al. 1010). Wiener and Saunders 

(2014) named this form of coopetition “forced coopetition.” For Peng et al. (2012), the 

dynamic of coopetition is determined not only by commonalities in the market, but also 

by similarities in resources. Other definitions of coopetition are less clear, and the 

competitor term covers suppliers, customers, and “complementors” with whom the firm 

must compete and/or cooperate (Afuah 2004). 

According to Wu et al. (1010), the best approach to tackling the paradox of coopetition is 

to avoid viewing coopetition as the midpoint between competition and cooperation—in 

other words, to avoid adopting a linear view of coopetition. Competition and cooperation 

are distinct but related dimensions. Coopetition deals with this conflicting relationship in 

a two-dimensional plane (Bengsston and Kock 2014). From this perspective, the full 

complexity and tension of a relationship of coopetition emerges through horizontal 

cooperation. In fact, Bengtsson and Kock (1999) defined four types of horizontal 

relationships: coexistence (low cooperation; low competition), cooperation (high 

cooperation; low competition), competition (low cooperation; high competition), and 

coopetition (high cooperation; high competition), each one corresponding to a section of 



the positive quadrant of the cooperation-competition plane. This dynamic between 

cooperation and competition is a central part of coopetition research (Bengtsson and Kock 

2014; Bouncken et al. 2015a; Peng et al. 2012). As Peng et al. (2012) noted, the individual 

forces of competition and cooperation are independent, but in the case of coopetition, 

they are interconnected too. In any event, coopetition research must seek to identify the 

optimal blend of cooperation and competition (Ketchen et al. 2004) and study the factors 

that create a balance between cooperation and competition (Bengtsson and Kock 2014). 

 

2.2. Levels of coopetition analysis 

Perhaps the most relevant fact that has led to the divergence of coopetition research, 

besides its ambiguous definition (Bengtsson and Kock 2014), is the variety of levels of 

analysis that scholars have applied to coopetition. For Raza-Ullah et al. (2014), 

simultaneous cooperation and competition between firms creates tensions, which emerge 

at individual, organizational, and interorganizational levels. The term coopetition, 

however, can be applied to relationships between workers in the same department or 

project or to groups or functions within the same organization.  

The main stream of coopetition research focuses on the interorganizational level, 

analyzing coopetition between competing firms (Bouncken et al. 2015a). Nevertheless, 

studies on coopetition have also examined the individual level (coopetition between 

people working in the same company) and inter-network level (coopetition between two 

firm networks or two groups of associated firms).  

The first obvious division of coopetition is interorganizational versus intraorganizational 

coopetition. Interorganizational coopetition involves a strategic decision that affects the 

organization and maintains the independence of the coopeting entities. 



Intraorganizational coopetition, in contrast, can be sub-divided into coopetition between 

individuals, teams (Baruch and Lin 2012), functional units, or business units within the 

same organization. At the intraorganizational level, actors must follow their 

organization’s instructions, and the goals defined by the organization are common. 

Nevertheless, dynamics between individuals differ from group or unit dynamics, and 

theory supporting the analysis must be adapted to the intraorganizational level under 

study. Whereas at the individual level, the organizational culture, motivation, and rules 

for interaction play fundamental roles in the dynamics of coopetition (Poulsen 2001), in 

the relationship between business units, the social network perspective of organizational 

coordination regarding formal hierarchical structure and coordination mechanisms is 

paramount (Tsai 2002). 

In their literature review, Bouncken et al. (2015a) identified four coopetition dynamics 

depending on the level of analysis: the individual level between people, the 

intraorganizational level between business units, the interorganizational level, and the 

network level. Similarly, Bengtsson and Kock (2014) established four types of 

coopetition analysis depending on the level of the coopetition: individual level, 

organizational level, interorganizational level, and inter-network level. These authors also 

emphasized the importance of not restricting coopetition to an exclusive relationship 

between two firms because several firms can be involved simultaneously in various 

relationships of coopetition. 

 

2.3. Objectives of coopetition 

The reasons for an organization to collaborate with its competitors vary, but they must be 

compelling enough to force the organization to take the controversial step of entering into 

a relationship of coopetition. The most common reasons for entering into a relationship 



of coopetition are to gain access to essential resources and knowledge (Bengtsson and 

Kock 2000), share resources and knowledge to improve efficiency, develop technical 

innovations by collaborating in R&D (Bengtsson and Kock 2014; Walley 2007; 

Bouncken and Kraus 2013), reduce risks, share costs (Bouncken et al. 2015a), achieve 

economies of scale by combining similar activities (Gnyawali and Park 2011), enter new 

markets (Gnyawali and Park 2009), and achieve economies of scope by combining 

complementary activities (Luo 2005). Some of these aims are complementary. Bouncken 

et al. (2015a) classified the objectives of coopetition into five groups: efficiency, market 

power, market exploration and development, innovation, and internationalization. 

Notable research devoted to studying the creation of new markets or the improvement of 

the firm’s position in existing markets includes the studies by Ritala and Hurmelinna-

Laukkanen (2009) and Zeng and Chen (2003). A special case of the creation of new 

markets is internationalization or, to borrow Bengtsson and Kock’s (2014) term, 

international expansion (Luo and Rui 2009). Notable research on coopetition as a strategy 

to improve innovation includes studies by Bonel and Rocco (2007), Huang and Yu 

(2011), Quintana-Garcia et al. (2004), Ritala (2012), Ritala and Sainio (2014), and Ritala 

and Tidstrom (2014). Another group of innovation-related studies consists of those that 

examine the creation and acquisition of knowledge. Notable research includes studies by 

Li et al. (2011) and Zhang et al. (2010). Studies on networks as a means to learn (Powell 

et al. 1996) also fall into this group. In the body of research related to efficiency and cost 

saving, notable studies include those by Chin et al. (2008), Gnyawali and Park (2009, 

2011), Luo (2007), and M’Chirgui Z (2005). 

The aforementioned objectives of coopetition refer to studies on interorganizational 

coopetition. In the case of intraorganizational coopetition, individual- and organizational-

level objectives are dominated by sharing knowledge and exploiting economies of scope 



(Bengtsson and Kock 2014). At the organizational level, studies have also assessed team 

or group performance (Baruch and Lin 2012; Enberg 2012). 

 

2.4. Theoretical frameworks for coopetition 

Difficulties caused by the lack of consensus regarding the definition of coopetition 

(Bengtsson and Kock 2014) are exacerbated by the myriad of theoretical approaches to 

the problem, which are determined by the level of analysis and the aims of the coopetition 

addressed by the study. For instance, knowledge sharing coopetition requires a different 

theoretical framework at the individual level (Hutter et al. 2011) from the 

interorganizational level (Li et al. 2011). Dividing different theoretical frameworks can 

prove difficult because different research streams may overlap and draw upon premises 

from different schools of thought. Numerous theoretical frameworks have been applied 

in research on coopetition.  

As previously mentioned, the first theoretical framework employed to study coopetition 

was game theory (Brandenburger and Nalebuff 1996). Despite its early importance in 

coopetition research, game theory has not been the dominant logic in subsequent 

coopetition studies, although it has been heavily used both on its own (Okura 2007; 

Rodrigues et al. 2009) and in conjunction with other theories (Gnyawali and Park 2009; 

Ritala and Hurmelinna-Laukkanen 2009). 

In terms of strategic management, several theoretical perspectives have influenced 

research on coopetition. Research on strategic alliances has addressed coopetition in 

alliances, albeit as a peripheral or conflictive element in relationships of cooperation. Like 

coopetition, cooperation between organizations can be analyzed both horizontally and 

vertically (Mesquita and Lazzarini 2008), although in horizontal alliances, competition 



plays a more important role. In strategic alliances, competition has been studied as an 

element that must be managed and minimized as much as possible (Oum et al. 2004). The 

analysis of strategic alliances has centered on six major bodies of theory: transaction cost 

economics, resource dependence, strategic choice, stakeholder theory, organizational 

learning (Bouncken et al., 2014a), and institutional theory (Lowensberg 2010). Likewise, 

these theories can be found in the literature on coopetition. For instance, Peng et al. (2012) 

distinguished between the following theoretical frameworks used to analyze coopetition: 

transaction cost theory, resource dependency, and organizational learning perspectives. 

Peng et al. (2012) also highlighted the use of alliance learning dynamics (Khanna et al. 

1998; Bouncken et al., 2015b). Interestingly, like in strategic alliances, these perspectives 

can be used to study not only the formation of alliances, but also their lifecycle and 

dynamics (Lowensberg 2010). 

Another key framework within coopetition research is the resource-based view (RBV). 

Given that firms can attain a better competitive position by improving their capabilities 

and exploiting unique, inimitable, non-transferable resources (Grant 1991; Peteraf 1993), 

groups of competing firms with complementary resources join forces to combine their 

resources (Quintana-García and Benavides-Velasco 2004). Under the RBV, collaborating 

with other firms offers a flexible mechanism to access strategic resources to compete in 

competitive, dynamic environments (Wong et al. 2007). In addition, the RBV shows the 

importance of distinctive competencies—particularly intangible competencies—in 

business strategy, competitiveness, and success. Knowledge-based assets are especially 

suited to this approach because they are difficult to imitate (Barney 1991). Therefore, 

relationships of coopetition whose objective is knowledge creation and acquisition are 

well suited to examination under the RBV based on dynamic capabilities—that is to say, 

the organization’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external 



capabilities to adapt to changing environments (Teece et al. 1997). The objective of 

exploring learning and knowledge sharing can also be analyzed using the network 

perspective (Powell et al. 1996). Several authors have used this approach to study the 

dynamics of coopetition (Bengtsson and Kock 2000; Chetty and Wilson 2003; Madhavan 

et al. 2004; Song and Lee 2012). Together with the main theories used in research on 

interorganizational coopetition, other approaches have been used to study 

intraorganizational coopetition. Such approaches include social embeddedness (Luo et al. 

2006). 

The vast range of approaches in coopetition research makes it difficult to propose a 

common classification. Some authors have therefore opted to group theories into broader 

categories to make them easier to handle. For example, Bouncken et al. (2015a) 

considered the following five theoretical perspectives used in coopetition research: 

dynamics and game theory, resource-based view and dynamic capabilities, power 

(resource dependency and control theory), negotiation (contract building, contract 

learning, and different relational capital), and governance logic. Other authors, however, 

have preferred to keep the approaches separate, even when studies use multiple 

approaches (Peng et al. 2012) 

 

3. Method 

The present literature review consists of analyzing articles listed on the Web of Science 

(formerly Web of Knowledge), the world’s premier research platform. Echoing the 

approach adopted by Bouncken et al. (2015a), the review was performed for articles 

published in peer-reviewed academic business and management journals, including 

“operations research and management science” journals. This latter journal category was 
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included because several studies using game theory were in this category, and its 

exclusion would have biased the sample. Other journal categories contained few 

coopetition studies, and the articles were heavily sector-focused (e.g., health, tourism, and 

metallurgy). Books and conference proceedings were omitted. Articles that contained the 

words “coopet*” or “co-opet*” (Bouncken et al. 2015a) in the title were selected. After 

discarding reviews, papers not written in English and a few unavailable articles, the final 

sample contained 75 papers published between 1996 and 2015 (20 years).  

All articles were classified according to the three main dimensions previously discussed: 

analysis level, coopetition objectives, and theoretical framework. As much as possible, 

this study adopted classifications proposed in previous reviews of the coopetition 

literature. For instance, for the level of analysis, a modified version of the classification 

proposed by Bengtsson and Kock (2014) was used (see Table 1). For other cases, namely 

the classification of coopetition objectives and the theoretical framework, however, 

several proposals were combined to create a new classification. Cooperation objectives 

were classified according to a modified version of the classification by Bengtsson and 

Kock (2014), with elements taken from Bouncken et al. (2015a) (see Table 1). In addition, 

a fifth objective was added—“combination of objectives”—for studies that bring together 

disparate objectives such as knowledge sharing and innovation or efficiency and 

economies of scope or that take a broad view of the potential advantages of coopetition. 

Regarding the theoretical framework, bringing together a small number of approaches 

proved more difficult, so it was crucial to find a suitable trade-off between having a small 

number of groups in the classification and ensuring that all the theories within a given 

group were coherent. Hence, instead of using “theoretical framework,” as per Peng et al. 

(2012), we named this classification “theoretical focus” (see Table 1), and we created a 

new classification combining the proposals by Bouncken et al. (2015a) and Peng et al. 



(2012). Notably, some authors of empirical studies have built their theoretical focus by 

drawing upon the coopetition literature itself. Therefore, this approach was included in 

the theoretical focus classification to classify articles whose literature review was based 

on coopetition research and theoretical frameworks specific to coopetition. 

In addition to these dimensions, other types of variables were used to classify research on 

coopetition. For instance, method is important. Whereas the case study method is used 

for exploratory research, statistical analysis using an empirical data set (i.e., quantitative 

methods) is used for confirmatory research. In coopetition research, the use of 

mathematical models is also prevalent. The classification proposed by Bouncken et al. 

(2015a) was used to classify articles based on their method (see Table 1).  

Whether the research focused on SMEs or multinationals was another factor taken into 

account (Bengtsson and Kock 2014). An intermediate classification (large companies) 

was added for firms that were neither SMEs nor multinationals, as is the case with ports 

(Shao 2012). Data on the full classification criteria and the number of articles in each 

category appear in Table 1. Some classifications were ambiguous. For example, in terms 

of theoretical focus, many articles use combinations of approaches. The dominant method 

was used to classify articles in terms of their theoretical focus. For example, although 

Peng et al. (2012) classified their own article (Peng and Bourne 2009) as having an RBV 

and network structure focus, we included this article in the network perspective category 

because we felt it was the most dominant and relevant focus in the article. 

Table 1 about here 

 

 

 

 

It was decided that mathematical models were valid for the study of SMEs, so articles 

using mathematical models were classified as studies on SMEs in the “size of firm” 



dimension. Some articles were not classified in a particular dimension because they did 

not fit any of the available categories. For instance, conceptual papers that contained no 

reference to size were not assigned to any category in the “size of firm” dimension. 

 

4. Results 

To analyze patterns emerging from the classification of the literature as described in Table 

1, a two-step cluster analysis was run in SPSS. Two-step cluster analysis is an exploratory 

technique that reveals non-obvious groups of cases. The technique works with both 

continuous and categorical variables. The number of clusters was determined 

automatically using the Akaike information criterion. 

 

Table 2 about here 

 

Cluster 1 consists of articles focusing on the team and organization levels (4 and 2 articles, 

respectively). The objectives of this form of coopetition are to allow firms to gain new 

knowledge (7 articles) and improve performance (3 articles classified in the efficiency 

section). The articles use a range of theories but generally adopt a social perspective (8 

articles). The methods used in this cluster are qualitative (6) and quantitative (5 articles). 

Articles in this cluster have a clear tendency for intraorganizational analysis, 

fundamentally based on team dynamics. There is a special focus on knowledge sharing 

and the outcomes of multifunctional projects. The size of the firms is irrelevant in this 

cluster. We named this cluster “coopetition in intraorganizational project teams.” 

Cluster 2 is dominated by interorganizational analysis (11 articles). The objectives are 

fundamentally to gain new knowledge and exploit economies of scope (3 articles) and to 



develop technology and innovate (9 articles). The theory is varied, but in this cluster, the 

RBV and dynamic capabilities are the dominant logics, especially in terms of knowledge 

management (7 articles). The predominant method is quantitative (11 articles). Most 

articles focus on SMEs, linked to the quantitative method. We named this cluster 

“innovation and economies of scope coopeting.” 

Cluster 3 is split between interorganizational studies (8 articles) and studies on networks 

and clusters (5 articles). The dominant theories are network theory and alliance dynamics. 

The methodology is dominated by qualitative methods, mostly case studies (10 articles) 

that overwhelmingly focus on large and multinational companies. This is a complex 

group of studies, but the fundamental link between them is coopetition in alliances (7 

articles), although in several articles the alliance is with several suppliers that form a 

network (6 articles), requiring a special approach. We named this cluster “alliance 

dynamics.” 

Cluster 4 comprises studies based on game theory (8 cases) and studies using 

mathematical and simulation models (10 cases). The analysis level is interorganizational, 

and the objectives are mostly linked to market position and firm performance (9 cases 

between both objectives). We named this cluster “mathematical and simulation models.”  

Finally, Cluster 5 comprises interorganizational studies with a broad approach but with a 

theory specifically built on previous coopetition studies (17 articles). Cluster 5 covers a 

wide range of objectives, and some articles address a complex combination of objectives 

(5 articles). The size of the firms in the empirical studies is mixed, although, interestingly, 

the dominant method is qualitative. We named this cluster “broad approach to 

coopetition.” 



To determine whether these clusters changed over time, a second cluster analysis was 

performed, adding the article’s year of publication (Table 2). Doing so made it possible 

to observe whether the cluster patterns changed over time. To maintain the number of 

clusters of the first analysis, the second cluster analysis was forced to yield five clusters. 

The results in terms of the number of articles in each cluster remained practically the same 

over time. The results regarding the development of the clusters over time appear in 

Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1 about here 

 

As Figure 1 shows, the usage of the term “coopetition” has tended toward an 

interorganizational meaning, with Cluster 1 (“coopetition in intraorganizational project 

teams”) appearing strongly during the 2000s. Interestingly, the content of articles in 

Cluster 4 (“mathematical and simulation models”) was consistently present over time. In 

the remaining clusters (2, 3, and 5), which contain the majority of the articles on 

coopetition (43 of the 64 articles placed into clusters), the tendency seems to be toward a 

broader view of coopetition that addresses a wide range of objectives or indeed a 

combination of objectives in the same study (Cluster 5). The most recent studies (Clusters 

3 and 5) are dominated by qualitative methods. 

Interestingly, adding the time variable to the other classification variables but allowing 

the algorithm to determine the number of clusters actually yielded four clusters (data not 

shown). Clusters 1 and 4 were identical to those previously described, but Cluster 3 

(‘alliance dynamics’) disappeared, with most articles appearing in Cluster 4 (‘broad 



approach to coopetition’) and a few being allocated to Cluster 2 (‘innovation and 

economies of scope’), thereby creating a concentration of network articles in Cluster 4. 

 

5. Conclusions 

Coopetition seems to have become a key research interest within management research. 

The number of articles with coopetition in their title has grown steadily and continues to 

do so (20 articles in 2014 vs. 11 in 2011). This increase in the number of articles on 

coopetition has also led to a shift in research focus and approaches to the study of 

coopetition. Most notably, coopetition has already been studied within the field of 

strategic alliances, which is no longer a new problem. The objectives in an alliance may 

be as varied and complex as they are in a relationship of coopetition. These aims include 

improving productive capacity, reducing risk and uncertainty, improving operational 

flexibility, fulfilling market potential (Todeva and Knoke 2005), combining resources, 

and cutting costs. Likewise, strategic alliances can be studied from numerous theoretical 

perspectives (Lowensberg 2010). Cooperating with companies in the same market, 

product, or value-chain phase means collaborating with competitors. Strategic alliance 

researchers have consistently considered competition between partners a normal state of 

affairs (Oum et al. 2004). In fact, competition in an alliance is considered a negative factor 

that can jeopardize collaborations. From the strategic alliance point of view, however, the 

potential for partner opportunism adds to the element of risk in alliances and must be 

avoided (Das 2004). Nevertheless, the difficulties in competitive alliances and the risk of 

opportunistic behavior by partners mean that such alliances have their own idiosyncrasies. 

These additional difficulties of cooperation relationships with competitors are even 

greater in horizontal alliances, posing greater management challenges for partners (Perry 

et al. 2004). In some cases, like when suppliers form collaborative networks with main 



clients, coopetition is “forced.” This idiosyncrasy of coopetition, coupled with the 

powerful simulation tool provided by game theory, has led to the development of a 

specific area of research on coopetition.  

After 15 years of studies focusing on coopetition, the topic requires a review and 

redefinition of the challenges facing researchers. This paper discusses the development, 

trends, and future of coopetition research as well as the challenges that studies on 

coopetition seek to overcome. The results show a tendency toward coopetition theory 

based on what Bengtsson and Kock (2014) define as the dynamics of coopetition. This, 

together with the multiple aims of coopetition—technical innovation, economies of 

scope, economies of scale, and internationalization—addressed by studies, means that 

coopetition scholars have tended to perform qualitative research (case studies), which 

allows them to thoroughly explore the dynamics of complex relationships of coopetition. 

Interestingly, this tendency covers both horizontal coopetition and vertical coopetition 

through supply networks. Although research is often framed within established 

theoretical frameworks such as the RBV, knowledge management, and the network 

perspective, these frameworks must be adapted to the conditions and tensions that 

characterize coopetition. It is important to understand how relationships of coopetition 

form, how the dynamics between partners work, and which factors must be managed to 

yield advantages that outweigh the risks and tensions created by coopetition. Besides 

exploratory research, management journals have begun to publish coopetition studies that 

use mathematical models and simulation based on game theory. These studies 

complement the development of a theory that permits the dynamic analysis of coopetition. 

 

Despite this study’s objective nature, the method used in this study is to some extent 

subjective. The choice of classification variables and the choice of groups for each 



variable mean that the method was somewhat biased. This subjectivity was mitigated 

using variables cited in three outstanding literature reviews on coopetition (Bengtsson 

and Kock 2014; Bouncken et al. 2015a; Peng et al. 2012), which made it possible to 

combine the perspectives of these three studies and use common elements as much as 

possible. Nevertheless, the method remains subjective. In addition to this initial 

subjectivity, the decision to place each study into a certain group, especially for the 

categories “objectives” and “theoretical focus,” was at times ambiguous and challenging. 

Hence, the findings of this study should not be interpreted as conclusive, but rather as an 

indication of the trends in coopetition research. 

  



 

 

References 

Afuah A (2000) Do your co-opetitors’ capabilities matter in the face of a technological 

change? Strategic Manage J 21(3):387–404 

Afuah A (2004) Does a focal firm's technology entry timing depend on the impact of the 

technology on co-opetitors? Res Policy 33(8):1231–1246 

Aragon-Sanchez A, Sanchez-Marin G (2005) Strategic orientation, management 

characteristics, and performance: A study of Spanish SMEs. Journal Small Bus Manage 

43(3):287–308 

Barney JB (1991) Firm resources and sustained competitive advantage. J Manage 

17(1):99–120 

Baruch Y, Lin C (2012) All for one, one for all: coopetition and virtual team 

performance. Technol Forecast Soc Change 79(6): 1155–1168 

Bengtsson M, Eriksson J, Wincent J (2010) Co-opetition dynamics — An outline for 

further inquiry. Competitiveness Rev 20(2): 194–214 

Bengtsson M, Johansson M (2014) Managing coopetition to create opportunities for 

small firms. Int Small Bus J 32(4): 401–427 

Bengtsson M, Kock S (1999) Cooperation and competition in relationships between 

competitors in business networks. J Bus Ind Mark 3(14):178–194 

Bengtsson M, Kock S (2000) “Coopetition” in business networks—To cooperate and 

compete simultaneously. Ind Mark Manag 29(5):411–426 

Bengtsson M, Kock S (2014) Coopetition-Quo vadis? past accomplishments and future 

challenges. Ind Mark Manag 43(2):180–188 

Bonel E, Rocco E (2007) Coopeting to Survive, Surviving Coopetition. Int Stud 

Manage Org 37(2):70–96 

Bouncken R, Kraus S (2013) Innovation in knowledge-intensive industries: the double-

edged sword of coopetition. J Bus Res 66(10):2060–2070 

Bouncken RB, Plüschke BD, Pesch R, Kraus S (2014) Entrepreneurial orientation in 

vertical alliances: 

joint product innovation and learning from allies. Rev Manag Sci. doi:10.1007/s11846-

014-0150-8 

Bouncken RB, Gast J, Kraus S, Bogers M (2015a) Coopetition: a systematic review, 

synthesis, and future research directions. Rev Manag Sci 9:577–601  

Bouncken R, Pesch R, Kraus S (2015b) SME innovativeness in buyer–seller alliances: 

effects of entry 

timing strategies and inter-organizational learning. Rev Manag Sci 9(2):361–384 



Brandenburger A, Nalebuff B (1996) Co-opetition. Doubleday Publishing, New York 

Chen MJ (2008) Reconceptualizing the competition–cooperation relationship a 

transparadox perspective. JManage Inquiry 17(4):288–304 

Chetty SK, Wilson HIM (2003) Collaborating with competitors to acquire resources. 

International Business Review, 12(1):61–81 

Chien TH (2005) Competition and cooperation intensity in a network – a case study in 

Taiwan simulator industry. J Am Acad Bus 7(2):150–156 

Chin K-S, Chan BL, Lam P-K (2008) Identifying and prioritizing critical success 

factors for coopetition strategy. Ind Manage Data Syst 4(108):437–454 

Dahl J (2014) Conceptualizing coopetition as a process: An outline of change in 

cooperative and competitive interactions. Ind Market Manag 43(2):272–279 

Das TK (2004) Time‐span and risk of partner opportunism in strategic alliances. J 

Manage Psychol 19(8):744–759 

Enberg C (2012) Enabling knowledge integration in coopetitive R&D projects—

Themanagement of conflicting logics. Int J Proj Manag 30(7):771–780 

Gast J, Filser M, Gundolf K, Kraus S (2015) Coopetition research: towards a better 

understanding of past trends and future directions. Int J Entrep Small Bus 24(4):492–

521 

Gnyawali DR, Madhavan BJR (2001) Cooperative networks and competitive dynamics: 

A structural embeddedness perspective. Acad Manage Rev 26(3):431–445 

Gnyawali DR, Park R (2009) Co-opetition and technological innovation in small and 

medium sized enterprises: A multilevel conceptual model. Journal Small Bus Manage 

47(3):308–330 

Gnyawali DR, Park BJR (2011) Co-opetition between giants: Collaboration with 

competitors for technological innovation. Res Policy 40(5): 650–663 

Grant RM (1991) The resource-based theory of competitive advantages. Implications 

for strategy formulation. Calif Manage Rev 33(3):114–135 

Gueguen G (2009) Coopetition and business ecosystems in the information technology 

sector: the example of intelligent mobile terminals. Int J Entrep Small Bus 8(1): 135–

153 

Harbison JR, Pekar PP, Stasior WF (1998) Smart alliances: a practical guide to 

repeatable success. Jossey-Bass, San Francisco 

Harms R, Reschke CH, Kraus S, Fink M (2010) Antecedents to innovation and growth: 

analyzing the impact of entrepreneurial orientation and goal-oriented management. Int J 

Technol Manag 52(1/2):135–152 

Huang KF, Yu CMJ (2011) The effect of competitive and non-competitive R&D 

collaboration on firm innovation. J Technol Transfer 36(4):383–403 



Hutter K, Hautz J, Füller J. Mueller J, Matzler K (2011) Communitition: The tension 

between competition and collaboration in community-based design contests. Creativity 

Innov Manage 20(1):3–21 

Ketchen DJ, Snow CC, Hoover VL (2004) Research on competitive dynamics: Recent 

accomplishments and future challenges. J Manage 30(6):779–804 

Khanna T, Gulati R, Nohria N (1998) The dynamics of learning alliances: Competition, 

cooperation, and relative scope. Strategic Manage J 19(3):193–210 

Kraus S, Pohjola M, Koponen A (2012) Innovation in family firms: an empirical 

analysis linking organizational and managerial innovation to corporate success. Rev 

Manag Sci 6(3):265–286 

Lado AA, Boyd NG, Hanlon SC (1997) Competition, cooperation, and the search for 

economic rents: A syncretic model. Acad Manage Rev 22(1):110–141 

Lai K, Su F, Weng C, Chen C (2007) Co-opetition strategy from the patent analysis 

perspective: the case of the stent market. Int J Innov Technol Manag 4(02): 137–153 

Li Y, Liu Y, Liu H (2011) Co-opetition, distributor's entrepreneurial orientation and 

manufacturer's knowledge acquisition: Evidence from China. J Oper Manag 29(1–

2):128–142 

Liu Y, Luo Y, Yang P, Maksimov V (2014) Typology and Effects of Co-opetition in 

Buyer–Supplier Relationships: Evidence from the Chinese Home Appliance Industry. 

Manage Organ Rev 10(3):439–465 

Lowensberg DA (2010) A “new” view on “traditional” strategic alliances' formation 

paradigms. Manage Decis 48(7):1090–110 

Luo X, Slotegraaf R, Pan X (2006) Cross-functional ‘‘coopetition’’: the simultaneous 

role of cooperation and competition within firms. J Mark 70(2):67–80 

Luo Y (2005) Toward coopetition within a multinational enterprise: a perspective from 

foreign subsidiaries. J World Bus 40(1):71–90  

Luo Y (2007) A coopetition perspective of global competition. J World Bus 42(2):129–

144 

Luo YD, Rui HC (2009) An ambidexterity perspective toward multinational enterprises 

from emerging economies. Acad Manage Perspect 23(4):49–70 

Madhaven R, Gnyawali DR, He J (2004) Two's company, three's a crowd? Triads in 

cooperative competitive networks. Acad Manage J 6(47):918–927 

M’Chirgui Z (2005) The economics of the smart card industry: towards coopetitive 

strategies. Econ Innov New Technol 14(6):455–477 

Mesquita LF, Lazzarini SG (2008) Horizontal and vertical relationships in developing 

economies: implications for SME's access to global markets. Acad Manage J 51(2): 

359–380 



Okura M (2007) Coopetitive strategies of Japanese insurance firms a game-theory 

approach. Int Stud Manag Org 37(2): 53–69 

Oum TH, Park JH, Kim K, Yu C (2004) The effect of horizontal alliances on firm 

productivity and profitability:evidence from the global airline industry. J Bus Res 

57:844–853 

Peng T, Pike S, Yang J, Roos G (2012) Is cooperation with competitors a good idea? An 

example in practice. Br J Manag 23(4): 532–560 

Peng T, Bourne M (2009) The coexistence of competition and cooperation between 

networks: implications from two Taiwanese healthcare networks. Br J Manag 20(3): 

377–400 

Perry ML, Sengupta S, Krapfel R (2004) Effectiveness of horizontal strategic alliances 

in technologically uncertain environments: are trust and commitment enough? J Bus 

Res 57(9):951–956 

Peteraf MA (1993) The cornerstone of competitive advantage. A resource-based view. 

Strategic Manage J 14:179–191 

Pil FK, Holweg M (2003) Exploring Scale: The Advantages of Thinking Small. Sloan 

Manage Rev 44 (2):33–39 

Poulsen MBJ (2001) Competition and cooperation: What roles in scientific dynamics? 

Int J Technol Manage 22(7/8):782–793 

Powell WW, Koput KW, Smith-Doerr L (1996) Interorganizational collaboration and 

the locus of innovation: Networks of learning in biotechnology. Admin Sci Quart 

41(1):116–141 

Quintana-García C, Benavides-Velasco CA (2004) Cooperation, competition, and 

innovative capability: A panel data of European dedicated biotechnology firms. 

Technovation 24(12):927–938 

Raza-Ullah T, Bengtsson M, Kock S (2014) The coopetition paradox and tension in 

coopetition at multiple levels. Ind Market Manag 43(2):189–198 

Ritala P (2012) Coopetition strategy: when is it successful? Empirical evidence on 

innovation and market performance. Br J Manag 23(3):307–324 

Ritala P, Golnam A, Wegmann A (2014) Coopetition-based business models: the case 

of Amazon.com. Ind Mark Manag 43(2):236–249 

Ritala P, Hurmelinna-Laukkanen P (2009) What’s in it for me? Creating and 

appropriating value in innovation-related coopeti-tion. Technovation 29:819—828 

Ritala P, Sainio L-M (2014) Coopetition for radical innovation: technology, market and 

business-model perspectives. Technol Anal Strateg Manag 26(2):155–169 

Ritala P, Tidström A (2014) Untangling the value-creation and value-appropriation 

elements of coopetition strategy: A longitudinal analysis on the firm and relational 

levels. Scand J Manag 30(4): 498–515 



Rodrigues F, Souza V, Leitao J (2009) Strategic coopetition of global brands: a game 

theory approach to ‘Nike ? iPod Sport Kit’ co-branding. Int J Entrep Ventur 3(4):435–

455 

Shao YB (2012) Analysis on the Game of Co-opetition of ports in the China Yangtze 

Delta -Taking Shanghai port and Ningbo-Zhoushan port as an example. J Korean 

Navigation Port Res 36(2):123–129 

Shih M, Tsai H, Wu C, Lu C (2006) A holistic knowledge sharing framework in high-

tech firms: game and co-opetition perspectives. Int J Technol Manag 36(4): 354–367 

Smith WK, Lewis MW (2011) Toward a theory of paradox: A dynamic equilibrium 

model of organizing. Acad Manage Rev 36(2):381–403 

Song DW, Lee ES (2012) Coopetitive networks, knowledge acquisition and maritime 

logistics value. Int J Logist-Res App 15(1): 15–35 

Soubeyran A, Webe S (2002) District formation and local social capital: a (tacit) co-

opetition approach. J Urban Econ 52 65–92 

Teece D, Pisano G, Shuen A (1997) Dynamic capabilities and strategic management. 

Strateg Manag J 18(7):509–533 

Tsai W (2002) Social structure of ‘‘coopetition’’ within a multiunit organization: 

coordination, competition, and intraorganizational knowledge sharing. Org Sci 13(2): 

179–190 

Todeva E, Knoke D (2005) Strategic Alliances and Models of Collaboration. Manage 

Decis 43(1):123–148 

Walley K (2007) Coopetition: an introduction to the subject and an agenda for research. 

Int Stud Manag Org 37(2): 11–31 

Wang Y, Krakover S (2008) Destination marketing: competition, cooperation or 

coopetition? Int J Contemp Hosp Manag 20(2): 126–141 

Wiener MS, Saunders C (2014) Forced Coopetition in IT Multi-Sourcing. J Strategic Inf 

Syst 23(3):210–225 

Wilhelm M (2011) Managing coopetition through horizontal supply chain relations: 

Linking dyadic and network levels of analysis. J Oper Manag 29(8):663–676 

Wong A, Tjosvold D, Su F (2007) Social face for innovation in strategic alliances in 

China: the mediating roles of resource exchange and reflexivity. J Organ Behav 28:961–

978 

Wu ZH, Choi TY, Rungtusanatham MJ (2010) Supplier–Supplier relationships in 

buyer–supplier–supplier triads: Implications for supplier performance. J Oper Manag 

28(2):115–123 

Zeng M, Chen X (2003) Achieving cooperation in multiparty alliances; a social 

dilemma approach to partnership management. Acad Manage J 28(4):587–605 



Zhang J, Frazier G (2011) Strategic alliance via co-opetition: supply chain partnership 

with a competitor. Decis Support Syst 51(4):853–863 

Zhang HS, Shu CL, Jiang X, Malter AJ (2010) Managing knowledge for innovation: 

The role of cooperation, competition, and alliance nationality. J Int Marketing 18(4):74–

94 

 

  



Tables and figures 

 

 

Table 1. Criteria used to classify the coopetition literature (frequency in brackets) 

Analysis level* Coopetition 

objectives 

Theoretical 

focus 

Size of firm Method** 

Individual and 

team (6) 

Market 

exploration 

and 

development 

(13) 

Dynamics 

and game 

theory (10) 

SMEs (42) Conceptual 

models (10) 

Organizational (5) Gaining new 

knowledge and 

exploiting 

economies of 

scope (16) 

RBV, 

dynamic 

capabilities, 

and 

knowledge 

management 

(12) 

Large 

companies 

(10) 

Qualitative 

methods (30) 

Interorganizational 

(52)  

Efficiency and 

economies of 

scale (20) 

Network 

perspective 

(7) 

Multinational 

companies 

(12) 

Quantitative 

methods (22) 

Network and 

cluster (12) 

Technology 

development 

and innovation 

(14) 

Alliance 

dynamics 

(11) 

 Mathematical 

and 

simulation 

models (13) 

 Combination 

of objectives 

(10) 

Social 

perspective 

(8) 

  

  Coopetition 

(19) 

  

  Others (8)   

* Adapted from Bengtsson and Kock (2014); ** Adapted from Bouncken et al. (2015a). 

 

 

Table 2. Cluster distribution of the classified articles 

Cluster Articles in 

the cluster 

% of clustered 

cases 

% of all 

articles 

1 (Coopetition in project teams) 11 17.2% 14.7% 

2 (Innovation and economies of scope) 12 18.8% 16.0% 

3 (Alliance dynamics) 13 20.3% 17.3% 

4 (Mathematical and simulation models) 10 15.6% 13.3% 

5 (Broad approach to coopetition) 18 28.1% 24.0% 

Combined 64 100.0% 85.3% 

Cases excluded 11  14.7% 

Total 75  100.0% 



 

Figure 1. Change in clusters over time 
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