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Competition and Collaboration in the Nonprofit Sector: Identifying the Potential for 

Cognitive Dissonance 

Introduction 

 Nonprofits face increasing scarcity of available resources resulting in the need to become 

more innovative in service delivery. Collaboration, an operating norm in the nonprofit sector 

(Gazley, 2010), has been used to decrease burdens on nonprofits through the process of service 

delivery (Bunger & Gillespie, 2014; Gazley, 2010), resource sharing and grant seeking (Bunger, 

2013). Some view collaboration as normatively good (Gazley, 2010), possessing the potential to 

overcome a variety of challenges organizations experience (McGuire & Silvia, 2015). However, 

collaboration is only one mechanism. Competition is another potential mechanism of innovation 

(Hill & Myatt, 2007) and has long been used in the private sector (Goddard, 2015) to drive 

efficiency. These mechanisms are simultaneously occurring, increasing pressures for nonprofits 

to collaborate and compete with one another. 

Despite scarce resources and an increasing acknowledgement of competition among 

nonprofits, competition is often faced with scrutiny and viewed as a necessary but undesirable 

reality by leaders (Sharp, 2018). This may be motivated by the longstanding history that 

nonprofits have favored collaboration (Lamont, 1991) with its use being commonplace among 

nonprofits since at least the 1980s (Gazley & Guo, 2015). Despite the relative avoidance of 

explicit competition, nonprofits are engaging in different forms of competition with one another 

(e.g., for clients, grants, donors), a process that creates winners and losers in the pursuit for 

limited resources (Bunger, 2013). This suggests that while nonprofits are inherently competing, 

they are also explicitly seeking collaborative opportunities with those same competitors. This 
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makes the relationship between competition and collaboration for nonprofits a contradiction that 

nonprofits leaders must reconcile. 

The confluence of collaboration and competition raises a series of questions about how 

nonprofits actively collaborate with competitors and compete with collaborators. The need to 

reconcile this confluence of competitors and collaborators who are one and the same may foster 

cognitive dissonance. This perspective piece posits the presence and implications of cognitive 

dissonance for nonprofit leaders and future research using support from an explicitly competitive 

case study.  

Cognitive Dissonance 

 Tuckman suggested that competition in nonprofit markets is increasing and raised 

“questions as to the impacts of this rivalry” (1998, p. 175); yet competition in the nonprofit 

sector remains understudied (Ritchie & Weinberg, 2000). Despite the evidence that competition 

matters to nonprofit performance and survival, collaboration is the strategic operating norm 

(Gazley, 2010) and tied to public perception of nonprofits (Beale, 2014).  This can cause 

nonprofit leaders to preserve collaborative activity as a primary strategy even when utilizing 

competition would be the more appropriate strategic choice. This tension may cause cognitive 

dissonance among nonprofit leaders, leading them to disassociate with competition as an 

organization’s operating strategies, despite being actively faced with competition. 

The concept of cognitive dissonance, developed by Festinger (1957) and studied largely 

in the field of social psychology (Jones, 1985), suggests that individuals cannot easily hold on to 

two potentially competing ideas simultaneously. This results in individuals not truly 

acknowledging the presence of both ideas because doing so is largely uncomfortable (Harmon-

Jones & Mills, 2019). This paper uses the term cognitive dissonance to reference the idea that 
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holding two potentially conflicting ideas (i.e., collaboration and competition) may result in 

leaders understating their participation in competitive activities despite being actively engaged in 

competition. In order to explore how these aspects might influence the activities of nonprofits, 

we next discuss collaboration and competition as it relates to operational strategies (i.e., internal, 

external, and programming activities) of nonprofits.  

Collaboration & Competition as Tension for Nonprofits 

There is a long-standing arbitrary assumption that for-profit organizations are cutthroat, 

rely on efficiency of resources to extract profit, and choose not to collaborate; however, for-

profits can collaborate with nonprofits (Austin, 2010), and potentially competitors (Gnyawali & 

Park, 2011). Perceptions of the nonprofit sector include a commitment to serve the public good 

(Kingma, 2003), the rationale that employees are paid less because they feel good about their 

work (Leete, 2000), and the normative idea that collaboration is necessary to serve the public 

(Gazley 2010). The public sector has reinforced this distinction by mandating collaboration as a 

requirement of funding in the nonprofit sector (Guo & Acar, 2005), particularly in social work 

(Bailey & Koney, 1996) and human services (Schmidt & Kochan, 1977). Despite this, we are 

seeing increasing amounts of public good accomplished in the private sector (double bottom line 

of profit and social benefit (e.g., Wilburn & Wilburn, 2014)) and an increasing 

acknowledgement of competition within the nonprofit sector (i.e., fundraising, Ashley & Faulk, 

2010).  

Collaboration “is the process through which parties who see different aspects of a 

problem can constructively explore their differences and search for solutions that go beyond their 

own limited vision of what is possible” (Gray, 1989, p.5).  Collaboration can be observed in 

three capacities, internal among staff and between departments, external with other nonprofits in 
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pursuit of obtaining grants and other resources, and through programming by coordinating 

activities with other organizations to maximize outcomes. 

Competition in the nonprofit sector exists in a variety of ways. The most widely 

discussed is the scarcity of resources and/or clients that nonprofits face, particularly relative to 

the number of organizations serving a geographic area (Bunger, 2013). Competition can also be 

observed at the levels of internal, external, and programming, which are described in Table 1. To 

the extent nonprofit competition has been studied, it has often been from the angle of implicit 

competition. Despite the limited existing research, competition is often a dirty word (Sharp, 

2018) and seen as something to be avoided (Brilliant & Young, 2004). 

 

Table 1: Different types of competition and collaboration 
 Collaboration Competition 

Internal When staff work together to 
achieve organizational goals 
 

When staff are benchmarked against 
one another to increase performance 
and achieve organizational goals 

External When organizations work together 
to improve their ability to achieve 
good in the community 

When organizations are forced to seek 
limited resources within the community 
to achieve a goal 

Programmatic When external stakeholders (i.e., 
donors or clients) participating in 
an organization’s activity work 
together to achieve a common goal 

When external stakeholders (i.e., 
donors or clients) participating in an 
organization’s activity are 
benchmarked against one another (solo 
or in teams) to achieve a goal 

 

Given nonprofit social preference for collaboration rather than competition, we suggest 

that nonprofit leaders are likely to deemphasize competition at a cost to their organization. To 

illustrate this, we utilize an explicitly competitive fundraising tournament hosted by Brackets for 
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Good (BFG) as an example to demonstrate that nonprofit leaders resolve tensions between 

competition and collaboration through cognitive dissonance. 

Case of Explicit Competition:  

BFG, an Indianapolis-based nonprofit organization inspired by the NCAA March 

Madness (MM) basketball tournament, holds a single elimination bracket-style tournament 

where nonprofits compete against each other for donations from individuals, whereby those that 

raise more money than their opponent move on to the next round. Since its inception in 2011, 

BFG has raised $9.5 million for nonprofit organizations (Brackets for Good, 2020) and was rated 

as #1 “Fundraising Tool to Watch in 2017” (Nonprofit Tech for Good, 2017). The nonprofits are 

sorted by size and other factors then paired against competitors within a geographic region.  

We used a qualitative survey to gauge how nonprofits participating in this explicit direct 

competition viewed competition as an organizational strategy. We asked nonprofit leaders “Does 

your organization utilize the concept of competition?” with answer possibilities ranging from “1-

Not at all” to “5-To a great extent” along three dimensions “Internally (staff, structure), 

Externally (grants, other nonprofits), Programmatically (events, activities)”. This was followed 

up by an open-ended question (“Please describe the role that competition plays in more detail”) 

prompting the leader to elaborate, which gave them the opportunity to explain their scoring. We 

then repeated these same questions asking about collaboration.  

The responses demonstrate clearly that individuals rated collaboration and its use more 

highly than competition (see table 2). Many respondents used a normative argument in favor of 

collaboration, appearing to internalize collaboration as central to their mission. One respondent 

went as far as to say, “Everything we do is a collaboration”, suggesting that their organization 

was central in working with other nonprofits, but not necessarily accustomed to delivering 
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services alone. A representative of a smaller nonprofit stated, “Collaboration is everything for 

us”, suggesting that with limited resources they cannot complete their work without additional 

support. And lastly, one organization hinted at the tremendous barriers that their work would 

face in absence of collaboration, stating “[W]ithout our community partners and without 

collaboration within our staff, our work would be impossible”. One of the organizations spoke to 

their need to collaborate as “core to who we are,'' suggesting this type of commitment to 

collaboration may also be fundamentally part of what the organization does.   

 

Table 2: Comparison between competition and collaboration 

 
Competition Collaboration 

Avg. Internal Score 1.47 4.35 

Avg. External Score 2.05 3.82 

Avg. Programmatic Score 1.94 4.29 

# of please describe responses 12 15 

Word Count 333 504 

Avg Number of Words 27.75 33.6 

 

Given that the literature suggests nonprofits should favor collaboration as a norm, it is 

unsurprising that nonprofits rated their use of collaboration more highly than competition.  

However, what is remarkable is that five of the 12 respondents suggested that their organizations 

did not compete, despite actively engaging in an explicitly competitive fundraising program. 

This perfectly illustrates that nonprofit leaders may feel the need to engage in cognitive 

dissonance. The comments about the absence of competition either stated that “there are very 
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few organizations that provide services like us” or “we do not have programming competitors” 

suggesting that they view competition as occurring between specific service delivery elements of 

the organization. Another respondent explicitly stated that “there really is no competition with 

the exception of [one of their key programs],” while rating competition a 1. However, one 

respondent acknowledged that participation in the BFG tournament was “one of the first times” 

that their organization had ever “really utilize[d] competitive concepts to raise money”. Having 

demonstrated that there is cognitive dissonance, we now illustrate the ways that it manifests in 

organizational operations (internal, external, and programmatic).  

Internal 

Internal collaboration among staff and between departments within an organization is 

recognized as a management strategy to enable organizations to function more effectively 

(Naidoo & Sutherland, 2016; Stone, 2004). Silos within an organization are recognized by most 

to cause poor performance, and “lead to turf wars, power struggles, and personality conflicts” 

(Stone, 2004, p. 11) resulting in competition. Through internal collaboration, the goal is to 

overcome such challenges by promoting trust, communication, cohesiveness and understanding 

between individuals (Naidoo & Sutherland, 2016). Internally collaborative organizations are 

explained to be characterized through “a common identity, centralised integrative configurations, 

with control practices and incentive systems that reward organisational performance as opposed 

to individual or business unit performance” (Naidoo & Sutherland, 2016, p. 77). This focus has 

multiple potential drawbacks, however, including responsibility shirking and group think 

(Naidoo & Sutherland, 2016). Despite this, internal collaboration has also been noted as crucial 

for the development of a culture that will make the more commonly studied forms of nonprofit 

collaboration, external and programmatic, work (Bartczak, 2015). 
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In our survey of nonprofits leaders one organization rating internal collaboration as a 5 

wrote that their organization’s “staff work together every day to accomplish tasks” and meet 

their mission. This sentiment was echoed in many comments that addressed an internal 

orientation toward collaboration. One nonprofit with a smaller number of employees is 

“constantly collaborating in the office to accomplish goals'', while another speaks to their front-

line workers (teachers) “collaborat[ing] quite often across and within their own grade levels” to 

benefit their participants. The idea of building community within employee teams seemed to be 

an important component of how they described collaboration with one respondent explicitly 

stating that “Staff function as a team with an emphasis on ‘it’s everyone’s job’ and shared 

efforts”. This is perhaps an orientation toward collaboration but does not necessarily speak to 

large scale functional collaborations. A respondent suggested that their program engaged in 

internal collaboration because it allows employees to have input. However, the definitional 

approach identified above may not explicitly speak to the idea that surface level input is 

substantive enough to warrant a claim of collaboration. 

On the other hand, internal competition “includes the tension over differing values, 

tension with respect to scarce resources, lack of interfunctional coordination as well as the 

presence of interfunctional conflict” (Mottner & Ford, 2007, p.179). Competition among 

individuals has been found to effectively increase performance (Cagiltay et al., 2015). Internal 

competition between employees and departments is a management tool used to improve 

organizational effectiveness (Tjosvold et al., 2006). When relationships between employees of an 

organization are positive, competitive outcomes are more constructive, with increased effort to 

achieve, increased innovation, and increased willingness to take on challenging projects 

contributing to improved performance (Naidoo & Sutherland, 2016). However, negative 
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outcomes are observed as well, including high anxiety, lowered productivity, decreased 

motivation, increased aggression, decreased communication, diminished creativity, and unethical 

behavior (Naidoo & Sutherland, 2016).  

Quite telling of its frequency in use, only two respondents elaborated on internal forms of 

competition, the first stated that their organization has “a staff membership competition” and 

rated internal competition as two. The second respondent rated internal competition a three and 

stated that “staff are incentivized to participate in activities such as media post sharing, creative 

fundraising ideas, community engagement, etc.” Both nonprofits speak to the idea that they 

engage in competition internally, but hesitate to score this highly, likely because they are 

considering that collaboration plays a much larger role in their overall narrative as an 

organization.  

Managing Cognitive Dissonance: As can be seen these two types of strategies play 

important roles in improving organizational performance through motivating employee 

performance. Competitive mechanisms to motivate performance can decrease trust which can 

harm future collaborative efforts, while collaboration can decrease individual employee 

performance and lead to less innovative ideas. This suggests that both strategies employed at the 

right moment in the right ways may be strategically effective. If nonprofit leaders allow 

cognitive dissonance to detract from the use of competitive strategies internally, they may be less 

likely to strategically employ competitive strategies leading to the possibility that a nonprofit 

may fall prey to negative consequences of a collaborative approach. Additionally, if competitive 

approaches are used without intention or thoughtfulness, they may result in negative 

consequences from ineffectively used competitive managerial strategies.  

External 
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External collaboration is characterized as collaboration with other nonprofits in pursuit 

of access to resources and capital. Such coordination is also becoming more frequently mandated 

by foundations and grant makers to be selected for funding opportunities (Bunger, 2013). By 

coordinating organizational resources, knowledge, and capacity, nonprofits seek to increase their 

legitimacy and influence and, therefore, obtain greater access to additional resources and power 

(Bunger, 2013). This type of collaboration can be understood as multiple actors, outside of a 

single organization, with a vested interest in the same problem working together toward a 

mutually beneficial solution, with a key characteristic being that the solution could not be 

accomplished by one actor alone (Gazely & Brudney, 2007). Given the spaces in which many 

nonprofits function such as poverty, health, and environment, the challenges addressed by 

programming often require a holistic approach to achieving maximized, sustained outcomes 

(Wolff et al., 2017). For example, human services nonprofits are collaborating with others who 

have the same or similar service groups but provide different services to implement a multi-

dimensional approach that addresses the varying interacting needs of individuals, such as 

physical and mental health (Bunger & Gillespie, 2014). In such cases, the resource contributions 

can take the form of tangible assets, knowledge base resources (information, data, technical 

expertise, etc.), visibility, credibility, political advantage, and trust (McGuire & Silvia, 2015). 

This form of collaboration is also recognized to facilitate the identification of and adjustment to 

the presence of duplicate services among organizations with the same service group to ensure 

maximized outcomes for the community (Bunger, 2013).  

One organization discussed external collaboration from the lens of allowing the 

community stakeholders opportunities “to express their wishes for programming”. While this is a 

form of participation and engagement, it may not be collaboration. Other respondents described 
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their organization’s collaboration through the lens of grants by saying “there are partnerships and 

MOU’s that are active and engaging”. A larger number of respondents described collaboration 

through the lens of working “with other nonprofits whenever possible” either to “avoid 

duplication of services with other local” nonprofits or “to provide much needed services to” 

participants. One of these organizations was encouraged to “work with other organizations to 

develop programs and work to break down silos” and “to partner with other like-minded 

organizations” within their geographic region. Some nonprofits named explicit organizations that 

they work with while other responses were broader (i.e., “community partners and agencies”).  

 External competition is typically viewed through competition over resources beyond 

grants and contracts, such as clients or donors (Chetkovich & Frumkin, 2003), volunteers (Briggs 

et al., 2010), and grants (Ashley & Faulk, 2010; Bunger, 2013). The underlying competitive 

characteristics of grant, contract, and financial processes place nonprofits in the position of 

‘winning’ at the expense of others (Bunger, 2013). Nonprofits are more likely to compete against 

organizations with similar missions or in a very limited resource pool within a specific 

geographic area (Irvin, 2010). These forms of resource scarcity force nonprofits to strategize 

ways to “assert their uniqueness and superiority over rivals” to make the case that they are more 

deserving of needed resources” (Barman, 2002, p. 1192). This may result in undercutting 

activities of competitors or differentiating activities to be unique.  

Five respondents explicitly referenced external forms of competition, specifically 

competition when applying for grants. Despite this, external competition is still rated relatively 

low, receiving a two from a nonprofit that acknowledges their organization “technically 

compete[s] against other nonprofits for grant money all of the time.” This sentiment is shared by 

other nonprofits rating external competition a two while stating that “the grant process is 
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competitive” and while saying that the organization has to stay “competitive with other 

agencies”. The organizations ultimately acknowledge that they “compete for limited funds that 

are set aside for” specific services; however, they do not necessarily score competition highly.  

Managing Cognitive Dissonance: While competition between for-profit organizations is 

found to increase trust among customers (Huck et al., 2012), it remains unclear as to whether 

competition in the nonprofit sector fosters trust among donors, clients, and community members. 

Additionally, it is reasonable to suspect that competition --knowing there are winners and losers -

- will decrease trust among nonprofits. Competition may increase ‘cutthroat’ sectoral behavior 

which could undermine trust further, decreasing collaboration. Competition could enhance 

mission and activity differentiation for nonprofits, leading to increased efficiencies in service 

provision for the community. However, this may be viewed by stakeholders as mission drift 

which occurs when a nonprofit prioritizes activities, often determined by external stakeholders, 

that differ from its stated mission (Bennett and Savani, 2011), leading to decreased stakeholder 

and donor support (Jones, 2007). This concept of mission drift may also occur when nonprofits 

overuse collaborative strategies by prioritizing collaboration with others, losing sight of their 

original goals and priorities. Similarly, overuse of competitive strategies can decrease an 

organization’s ability to solve problems and serve their clients more meaningfully because they 

are cut off from resources of other nonprofits. This suggests that nonprofits need to be able to 

balance both collaborative and competitive strategies understanding the respective implications.  

Programmatic 

Programmatic collaboration refers to the idea that the programming of the organization 

leans on the concept of collaboration. While most research on nonprofit collaboration focuses on 

internal and external uses, recent discussions call for better understanding coproduction in this 
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sector (Gazley & Cheng, 2020). This call suggests that desired outcomes from nonprofit 

activities may require closer collaboration between participants, citizens, or service beneficiaries 

and the nonprofit itself.  Examples include what Benjamin and Campbell (2015, p. 989) call co-

determinism, which accounts for “how client agency shapes frontline encounters” and, thus, 

service delivery and outcomes, as well as participatory philanthropy. One example of this might 

be a nonprofit operating a community garden that relies on volunteers to work together to 

perform tasks necessary for their programming. Another example is participatory philanthropy 

(McGinnis, 2012), which actively incorporates community input into grantmaking decisions.   

In the survey, nonprofit leaders spoke to how their programming relied on collaborative 

efforts. Many of these nonprofits spoke to the use of collaboration with other nonprofits to 

develop programming rather than the use of collaboration with its clientele. This suggests that 

programmatic collaboration is viewed by nonprofit leaders as external collaboration that creates 

and establishes a nonprofit program that they run together. The comments spoke to a training 

program that is “done in collaboration” with other agencies. Some spoke to established 

relationships that allowed services to be provided more efficiently such as a referral process that 

was collaborative, with one organization explicitly “rely[ing] on partners to refer us clients, as 

they rely on us to perform the services they cannot manage internally”. Another nonprofit spoke 

to the specifics of the collaborative effort “partner[ing] with [another organization] every year as 

we use their facility to conduct our do-good work.” This distinction is important because it 

suggests that collaborative programming rather than programmatic collaboration (co-production) 

is more common in the field.  

Programmatic competition occurs in the form of a game, and the idea behind utilizing 

competition in programming is to attract participation and volunteers to increase time and money 
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donated. Gamification is becoming more common, with the use of interactive experiences to 

create an engaging environment for individuals to learn about the organization and donate 

(Nguyen et al., 2012). Frequently built into donor gamification schemes is the public reporting of 

total donations, such as donor leaderboards, which help to improve status and reputation. Studies 

that explore these mechanisms find that the publicizing of contributions leads to more altruistic 

behavior (Hardy & Van Vugt, 2006). Duffy and Kornienko (2010) confirmed these findings 

through a laboratory experiment, determining that donations can be increased by strategically 

taking advantage of the mix of innate competitiveness and natural desire for recognition among 

peers within most individuals. Other examples of embedding competition into programming 

include sports-oriented activities and fundraisers such as charitable 5ks, walk-a-thons, or golf 

tournaments.  

 There were four comments that acknowledged some degree of competition present in the 

design of programs. These programs tended to be in the form of “sports competitions … against 

other community teams” or the “host[ing] of a 5k that is competitive” and their respective 

organizations ranked them as a three and two. The other form of programmatic competition was 

discussed as “small fundraising events” that encouraged donors or teams to compete to raise 

money. This activity was scored a three.  

 Managing Cognitive Dissonance: The levels at which nonprofit leaders speak to 

collaborative and competitive programming varies. Programmatic collaboration would bring 

clients and clienteles into the program design process and activities to reach a service mission. 

However, nonprofit leaders responded by speaking to collaborative programming where 

nonprofits work together to deliver programming to their clients. Despite engaging in 

competitive programming (i.e., fundraising tournament) the organizations did not acknowledge 
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this in most cases, focusing instead on programs they operate that are competitive in nature (i.e., 

sports and donor competition). Therefore, even in understanding these concepts nonprofit leaders 

were determined not to speak to competitive programming in which they actively participated, 

such as fundraising against other nonprofits, but rather focused on fundraising events that 

encouraged competition among individual donors. This varied levelling may be the result of 

cognitive dissonance where nonprofits do not want to admit that they compete with one another. 

Strategically deploying deliberate sense-giving strategies (Levine Daniel and Eckerd, 2019) can 

help nonprofits actively manage dissonance across stakeholder groups. 

Connecting Collaboration and Competition 

In the introduction of this article, we argued that reconciling collaboration and 

competition fosters cognitive dissonance among nonprofit leaders. Here we offer two 

propositions and lay out future research directions. In our case study organizations actively 

engage in a competitive fundraising tournament, but do not equally or frequently acknowledge 

that they are, in fact, engaging in competition. In the rare event that a respondent does 

acknowledge that they “always compete[s] for visitors and grant money”, the respondent follows 

this up by stating that they “don’t actively try to compete with others”. This suggests that 

competition may not be well understood as an operational strategy by nonprofit leaders. As 

demonstrated above, the resolution of cognitive dissonance likely takes precedence over strategic 

thinking amongst nonprofit leaders. This has implications for understanding nonprofit 

management, which we elaborate on below. 

Proposition 1: Nonprofits engaged in competition will not explicitly acknowledge that they are 

actively competing. 
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We see evidence that cognitive dissonance exists and provides cover to participants to 

avoid acknowledging that they are, in fact, competing. Based on the literature we know that 

nonprofits actively compete against other nonprofits for donors, despite this nonprofit leader’s 

statement that they “never really used competitive concepts to raise money”. This dissonance 

needs to be examined to accommodate for potential biases in self-reported measures. Given that 

self-perception measures appear to inaccurately reflect the amount of competition for nonprofits, 

we need new innovative methodological strategies based in and tied to social psychology to 

gauge participation of nonprofits in competitive activities as well as employee/volunteer 

perceptions of the effectiveness and impacts of those competitive activities.  

Cognitive dissonance may lead nonprofits to overstate the benefits of collaboration, 

particularly since there is a long-standing tradition of embracing collaboration without 

necessarily knowing its potential drawbacks. Potential consequences of engaging in 

collaborations include group think (Naidoo & Sutherland, 2016), stakeholder exclusion 

(Canavan, 2017), and mission drift (Kwong et al., 2017). The concerns related to groupthink that 

can grow from internal collaboration (Naidoo & Sutherland, 2016) may also be applicable to 

external and programmatic forms of collaboration, but little has been done to explore these 

effects.  

This cognitive dissonance may also mean that organizations underestimate the benefits of 

competition. Since competition can spur innovation it may be helpful to reframe competition 

through the study of innovation. Given that competition can spur innovation and may even be 

considered an innovation itself in the nonprofit sector, we can learn from existing research on 

innovation. This area of research may be informative in understanding who is more likely to 

internalize competitive practices. By framing competition as an innovation, scholarship may be 
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able to unpack nonprofit willingness to engage in competitive behaviors, the outcomes and 

impacts from competition in nonprofits, without relying on biased self-reporting.  

It may be that resistance to identifying and utilizing competition, despite potential 

benefits, is also a function of existing risks associated with utilizing competition in a 

collaborative environment. The risks that may occur from competition include volunteer, staff 

retention; crowding out donations; threats to organizational identity; resource dependence from 

non-annual fundraising campaigns; and concerns for trust/reputation in the community. If the 

perceptions of these risks stem from the normative preference for collaboration, then they may 

contribute to the existence of cognitive dissonance.  

Proposition 2: Nonprofits hesitate to acknowledge that they collaborate with their competitors --

or-- compete with their collaborators.  

There were two instances in the responses to our open-ended survey that suggested there 

is some recognition that collaborating with competitors is more common than current research 

suggests. The organization that rated competition highly (average score 4), suggests that the 

“challenge is having to compete with large, established organizations… while also working with 

them in collaborative [ways]”. This dynamic explicitly expresses the tension between the 

dynamics present in the nonprofit world that relies on elements of both competition and 

collaboration. Another respondent answered a question about collaboration in the following way: 

“Because we have such a small budget, we try to come up with creative ways to work with 

others. Unfortunately, the sandbox is not always nice to develop[ing] the needed collaboration.” 

This respondent appears to be speaking to the dynamics that may arise when you are competing 

with your collaborators. This speaks to the need to understand how competition among 

collaborators may lead to negative long-term outcomes in favor of potential short-term gains 
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(i.e., visitors, donations). It may be easier for nonprofits to acknowledge that they collaborate 

with their competitors than it would be for them to clearly acknowledge competition with their 

collaborators.  

Given that collaboration occurs among competitors there are likely implications for who 

gets to collaborate and who gets a voice in collaborations. While this can result in imbalanced 

power and collaborative failure (Brazil & Teram, 2009), it can also result in unintentional 

exclusion. As organizations move to increase the voices of others through collaboration, they 

may gravitate toward collaborating with those who think or look like them, leading to exclusion. 

Cognitive dissonance causing the prioritization of competition might lead organizations to 

mission drift (Kwong et al., 2017), which can disadvantage stakeholders. This may particularly 

be the case when nonprofits collaborate with external actors and modify services or 

programming to meet grant requirements (AbouAssi, 2013).  

The term co-opetition, emphasized by Walley (2007) to the study of firms that 

simultaneously held competitive and collaborative relationships, has recently emerged in the 

study of nonprofits. Co-opetition has been rarely explored in the nonprofit sector (see Kirchner 

& Ford 2017 as an exception). Given that the nonprofit sector is normatively collaborative, 

research on co-opetition must contend with cognitive dissonance among nonprofit leaders.  

Conclusion 

There has been a recent push to “re-conceptualiz[e] collaboration and competition as 

interrelated or interdependent concepts” (Bunger et al., 2014, p. 113). The desire to decrease this 

conceptual distance is growing (Brown et al., 2017; Kirchner & Ford 2017); however, few 

studies explore these concepts in the nonprofit context (McCarthy et al., 2018). This article 

suggests that practitioners’ understanding of collaboration and competition are embedded in the 
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perception that collaboration is normatively good, and competition is a reality of circumstances 

yet not an aspiration. Future research on this topic needs to explore the inclusion of cognitive 

dissonance, and the implications of competing with collaborators and collaborating with 

competitors. Emphasizing these streams in future research will greatly enhance our 

understanding of the benefits and costs associated with competition and collaboration in the 

nonprofit sector. 
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Table 1: Different types of competition and collaboration 

 

 Collaboration Competition 

Internal When staff work together to 

achieve organizational goals 

 

When staff are benchmarked against 

one another to increase performance 

and achieve organizational goals 

External When organizations work together 

to improve their ability to achieve 

good in the community 

When organizations are forced to seek 

limited resources within the community 

to achieve a goal 

Programmatic When external stakeholders (i.e., 

donors or clients) participating in 

an organization’s activity work 

together to achieve a common goal 

When external stakeholders (i.e., 

donors or clients) participating in an 

organization’s activity are 

benchmarked against one another (solo 

or in teams) to achieve a goal 
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Table 2: Comparison between competition and collaboration 

 
Competition Collaboration 

Avg. Internal Score 1.47 4.35 

Avg. External Score 2.05 3.82 

Avg. Programmatic Score 1.94 4.29 

Word Count 333 504 

Avg Number of Words 27.75 33.6 

 


