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Resumen: Este trabajo es el punto de partida de un proyecto de investigación que aborda el
tema :" Comunicación y Cooperación: la acción del lenguaje en el espacio so cial de las
organizaciones". Basado en algunos principios constructivistas y su aplicación en juegos, el
artículo intenta identificar situaciones competitivas en el ambiente de trabajo, analizar
situaciones de vic to ria y derrota dentro de las organizaciones y cómo sus protagonistas
manejaran las mismas. Finalmente, ofrece algunas reflexiones sobre los varios significados
que la competencia puede asumir.

Ab stract: :  This work  is a  start ing  point  of a re search pro ject  in side the sub ject:
“Communication and Co op er a tion. The lan guage ac tions in the or ga ni za tions’ so cial space”
based on some constructivist prin ci ples and their ap pli ca tion  to games. The au thor in tends to
iden tify com pet i tive sit u a tions in work ing en vi ron ment, an a lyze vic tory and de feat sit u a tions 
in side or ga ni za tions and how their pro tag o nists have been dealt with, and  fi nally, of fer some
re flec tions on the var i ous mean ings that com pe ti tions can take over.

C
om pet ing is what mat ters, not win ning. This is the motto used to
com fort los ers in sports com pe ti tions, es pe cially when chil dren
and teen ag ers are in volved. But if we look closely at the sports

pages of news pa pers, we can see that, lately, soc cer games have be -
come fierce com pe ti tions in which ag gres sive tac tics are be ing used to
elim i nate ri vals from the match or even from the cham pi on ship. The
attitude is not dif fer ent among sup port ers who en gage in pitched
battles at tack ing one an other or the de feated team. As to win ners, they
are wor shipped and hailed as na tional heroes. 

Most man age ment the o ries that have ap peared since Tay lor’s days
aim al most ex clu sively at suc cess and never deal with how to cope with 
fail ure. Ex pres sions such as to tal qual ity, top of mar ket ing,
advertisement prize, etc., as well as re cords show ing suc cess ful
performances of de part ments or em ploy ees, or, else, ti tles of books like 
In no va tion: the at tack ers ad van tage, all glo rify suc cess and en cour age
com pet i tive strat e gies on the part of the or ga ni za tion. Only suc cess
deserves at ten tion and praise, while losers are to be set aside. 

Some peo ple may ques tion about the real value of such at ti tude or
what type of hu man be ings may be emerg ing from this re al ity, while
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oth ers re gard it as a learn ing chal lenge or a good op por tu nity for
self-knowl edge. How pain ful or grat i fy ing can these lessons be?

Based on some constructivist prin ci ples and their ap pli ca tion to
games, the pres ent pa per in tends to iden tify com pet i tive sit u a tions in
work ing en vi ron ments, an a lyze vic tory and de feat sit u a tions in
organizations and how these can be dealt with, and, fi nally, of fer some
re flec tions on the var i ous mean ings com pe ti tion can as sume.   The plea
for com pet i tive ness among or ga ni za tions –but, above all, for
competitiveness among com pa nies of the pri vate sec tor– has been,
under the cover of glob al iza tion,  the word of com mand. It is as if by
tak ing the piece of ad vice: be more com pet i tive and you’ll be a win ner,
the doors to suc cess would be au to mat i cally opened. The mes sage
–some times ex plicit, some times sur rep ti tious– is that “it all de pends
on you, on your com pany know ing how to play com pet i tively”. But, if
com pet i tive ness is a game, it pre sumes the ex is tence of part ners or
com pet i tors also will ing to win. And this pre sup po si tion in cludes both
the mar ket game, there fore the com pe ti tion among com pa nies, and the
in ter nal game that ac counts for the or ga ni za tional cul ture and
atmosphere. The pres ent pa per aims at dem on strat ing a few
contradictions of this pre sup po si tion, and the po ten tial im pli ca tions if
one is to fol low it with out ap prais ing the con se quences to the human
beings who work in these environments and, consequently, to the
organizations themselves.

In the first place, these im pli ca tions may emerge from a
misconceived view of what com pet ing is. So, what is the com mon
acceptation of com pet ing? And, how does such no tion iden tify or come 
into con flict with a the o ret i cal ap proach such as the constructivist
principles of the hu man learn ing pro cess based on Piaget’s theory?

The gen er ally ac cepted mean ing of com pet ing is ‘to en ter a game to
come out as a win ner’. Nev er the less, when re fer ring to the sub ject, a
per son may come up with the fol low ing as ser tion: “Com pet ing is what
mat ters, not win ning.” This is the motto used to com fort los ers in sports 
com pe ti tions, es pe cially when chil dren and teen ag ers are in volved.
But if we look closely at sports news, we can see that, lately, soc cer
games have be come fierce com pe ti tions in which ag gres sive tac tics are 
be ing used to elim i nate ri vals from the match or even from the
championship. The at ti tude is not dif fer ent among sup port ers, who
engage in pitched bat tles at tack ing one an other or the de feated team.
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As to win ners, they are wor shipped and hailed as na tional heroes. And
the one thing said about the re bels, the in sub or di nate, the un yield ing, or 
the ques tion ers in face of de feat is that they do not have the “spirit of
sports” or that they don’t know what to do in or der to dem on strate that
they “know better”. Thus, what one ob serves as be ing an other part of
the so-called “spirit of sports” is the abil ity to ac cept that win ning is not 
al ways pos si ble, spe cially since chance is al ways in volved, and since
we de pend on the other com pet i tors and their prep a ra tion. But what
becomes vis i ble in this at ti tude is the ex alt ing of “clev er ness” in place
of bal ance and ju di cious ness, and the ex alt ing of the “spirit of
conquering” by use of any means and under any conditions, instead of a 
“spirit of fighting”.

In the busi ness world, and in the name of com pet i tive ness, a sim i lar
logic can be ob served. This logic em pha sizes that only the in di vid ual
or the or ga ni za tion ac counts for “vic tory”, thus dis re gard ing the
external con di tions both in terms of the or ga ni za tion in the mar ket
game, and the in di vid ual in side the or ga ni za tion. After all, what does
competing mean?

Competition: one extreme of a continuum

It is pre sumed here that com pe ti tion and co op er a tion are two ex tremes
of a con tin uum which has nu mer a ble nu ances in be tween. Hertneky
(1996: 62) pres ents a sim i lar view: “Strange as it may seem,
competition and co op er a tion are two sides of the same coin. In fact,
com pe ti tion’s Latin root, competere, means to strive to gether. (...)
Indeed, the most ag gres sive com pet i tors are often the most
cooperative.”

How ever, in a dif fer ent con text, in child ed u ca tion, the word
competition is loaded with neg a tive con no ta tions and teach ers are
rightly con cerned about the type of com pe ti tion which evokes ri valry
and feel ings of fail ure and re jec tion. The jus ti fi ca tions of ed u ca tors
against group games may be sum ma rized as fol lows:

1) Chil dren are al ready too com pet i tive, and we (teach ers) should
not put them in sit u a tions that will make them even more
competitive; 

2) In our oc ci den tal so ci ety, there is al ready enough
competitiveness, and soon chil dren will be ex posed to it; 
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3) The games dis tress chil dren who lose; and, 

4) Chil dren must com pete against them selves and not against each
other (Kamii, 1991: 269). Kamii agrees that some peo ple are
more com pet i tive than oth ers and that, be cause of it, we can talk
about com pet i tive ness in terms of a per son al ity trait. But, for her, 
the com pe ti tion in games played by small chil dren dif fers from a
per son al ity trait. And she jus ti fies this by say ing that, when a
child fights for a toy, he or she is fight ing for some thing which is
of in trin sic and im me di ate value for him or her, such as for the
attention of a grown-up, or even for the sat is fac tion of be ing the
one to, for ex am ple, serve the juice dur ing a meal.

In in ter views with com pany con sul tants car ried out for the pres ent
pa per, it was high lighted by em ploy ees (there fore by adults) that one of 
the rea sons for in ter nal com pe ti tion in the or ga ni za tion was pre cisely
to get the at ten tion of the boss. Con se quently, the search for the
attention of some one con sid ered im por tant seems to po ten ti ate
competitive be hav iors not only among children but also among adults.

But Kamii (1991: 269-70) also af firms that games do not al ways
involve priv i leges or at trac tive ob jects; and ex em pli fies by say ing that
noth ing is won, for ex am ple, by fin ish ing a race in first place. What in
fact oc curs in sit u a tions like this is that, even if there are no ma te rial
com pen sa tions –as in the sports games–, there are the sym bolic
compensations pres ent in the ac knowl edg ment from part ners, from
ref er ees (no mat ter if the school teacher or the com pany su pe rior), or in
the ap plause of spec ta tors (ei ther the class mates or the work mates). 

There is still an other in ter est ing as pect im bed ded in com pe ti tion:
the dif fer ence be tween com par ing draw ings and com pet ing.
According to Kamii (1991: 272), the first is a nec es sary con di tion but
not suf fi cient for the lat ter, since com pe ti tion is a com par i son plus
some thing else, i.e., the at tempt to ex cel or over come the oth ers. In this
case the child be comes proud of him or her self, ag gres sive, and
offensive. Such a sit u a tion ag gra vates when adults en cour age the
feeling of su pe ri or ity of the child, be stow ing prizes, and usu ally
overvaluing ‘win ning’, since “its glo ri fi ca tion in vests the win ner with
a feel ing of su pe ri or ity, and the loser with a feel ing of fail ure. When
adults deal wrongly and destructively with competition, it becomes
highly undesirable”.
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This as ser tion seems also valid in the con sti tu tion of the
organizational at mo sphere, as it will be fur ther ex am ined when we deal 
with some ef fects of com pet i tive games in the organizations.

But Kamii dis agrees with the jus ti fi ca tion given by the opposers of
the en cour age ment of com pet i tive games that there is al ready too much 
com pet i tive ness in our so ci ety, and that chil dren will be come
competitive too soon, if they play such games. She af firms that, at least
in three ways, com pe ti tion in a so cio eco nomic sys tem dif fers from the
com pe ti tion in games, for, in a socioeconomic system: 

1) The aim is a ma te rial gain; 

2) Com pet i tors are per ma nently try ing to elim i nate each other; and

3) Com pet i tors do not as sent to the rules prior to en ter ing the
competition.

Let us ex am ine the first of the three: The aim is a ma te rial gain.
Contrary to this idea is the fact that, once again, in in ter views made for
this pa per, com pe ti tion in com pa nies ap peared as a means of get ting
the at ten tion of the boss, what is not nec es sar ily re lated to ma te rial
gains. But, even in chil dren’s games, as in the games played in par ties,
there are prizes for the win ners. The sec ond: The com pet i tors are
permanently try ing to elim i nate each other. In fact, this hap pens
frequently in the busi ness en vi ron ment. How ever, state ments of
executives, such as Coreno (1996) and Hertneky (1996) de scribe, point 
to var i ous di rec tions, like the al li ance among com pet i tors around a
com mon prob lem or, in stead of com pet ing for the same prod uct, the
cre ation of their own specialized niche in the market. And Moore
(1996:78) affirms:

Competition, as we’ve known it, is dead. Not that competition is vanishing, in fact
it is intensifying. But we need to think about it differently. The traditional way to
view competition is in terms of products and markets. Your product or service
goes up against that of your competitor, and one wins. That’s still important, but
this point of view ignores the context - the environment - within which the business 
lies. Companies need to coevolve with others in the environment, a process that
involves cooperation as well as conflict. It takes generating shared visions,
forming alliances, negotiating deals, and managing complex relationships. (...)
When companies look at the picture, when they understand that sometimes it’s
better to coevolve rather than compete with a rival, it can make all parties
stronger.”   
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Thus, there is ev i dence to sup port the idea that not al ways the
elimination of the com pet i tor is the main tar get of  com pa nies in the
com pet i tive game of the mar ket. The third as pect is that: 

competitors do not assent to the rules prior to entering the competition. In a run
for natural resources, for instance, the competitors do not agree beforehand on
starting at the same time, from the same place, nor on covering the same distance. 
In a game there is neither material gain nor the accumulation of richness, and the
elimination or gain has effect only during certain periods of time. Those who do
not play honestly are constantly rejected by the group and do not even have the
chance to compete (Kamii, 1991:278). 

In fact, this a sub stan tial dif fer ence be tween com pe ti tion in games
and com pe ti tion in the mar ket.      

Cooperation: the other extreme of the continuum

When we have as start ing point the pre sup po si tion that com pe ti tion
integrates a con tin uum whose gra da tion and nu ances lead to or may
min gle with co op er a tion, it is im por tant to take time to ex am ine its
mean ing. In some cases, it is com mon to hear some thing like “We
expect your co op er a tion”. And this say ing may be com mon in
superior-sub or di nate re la tion ships to in di cate –in a non-di rectly
imperative way– a choice to be made, or that a per son’s ad her ence to
some thing pre vi ously de cided with out his or her par tic i pa tion is
expected. In such cases, it is usu ally im plicit that one’s ap proval or
con sent is be ing ex pected. This is the cus tom ary mean ing re lated to
con sent: the ex pec ta tion of ad her ence to a cause or of one’s
compromising with what ever is at is sue, no mat ter it is a task or a
decision already taken.

How ever, as Kamii and De Vries (1991: 21) ap pro pri ately alert,
when Piaget uses the term co op er a tion he means co-op er ate
(hyphenated), to op er ate to gether or to ne go ti ate to reach an agree ment
that seems ad e quate to all those in volved. This does not mean the
absence of di ver sion of opin ions. Co op er a tion some times in volves
con flicts and quar rels. But, ac cord ing to Piaget, what mat ters is that
cooperation with other in di vid u als al lows for the de vel op ment of
morality and au ton omy, pre con di tions for the es tab lish ment of a
relationship of mutual respect between parties.

In re la tion to the way chil dren build co op er a tion, these two au thors,
Kamii y Vries (1991), point out to the fact that, if this re la tion ship of
mu tual re spect is pres ent, noisy chil dren may, in the mo ment of
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dispute, vol un tarily build a rule to keep fairly quiet. And, how do they
build co op er a tion with the group? They build a rule for them selves
when they reach their own con clu sions through decentration and
through be ing able to see from other people’s points of view.

When knowl edge and moral val ues are ap pre hended, not via
interiorization of ex ter nal el e ments to the sub ject, but via an in te rior
con struc tion le ver aged by the in ter ac tion of the sub ject with the
environment, we are fac ing constructivism - the most fun da men tal
prin ci ple one can ex tract from Piaget’s the ory. On the con trary, when
set rules, such as “do not speak”, are im posed and forced, they re main
ex ter nal, some thing to be obeyed only when some one re in forces them
as sanc tions. Piaget’s ver sion on the learn ing pro cess is that new
knowl edge is de vel oped by the ac tive mod i fi ca tion that the child
undergoes in his or her own pre vi ous knowl edge, and not via an
additive pro cess sim i lar to a pil ing up of bricks (Kamii and De Vries,
1991:18-19).         

It is be ing sug gested here that this does not hap pen only with
individuals in for ma tion, as chil dren. Some thing sim i lar seems to
occur, also, at the level of the re la tion ships among com pa nies as in the
in te rior of the or ga ni za tions them selves. The en tre pre neur of the food
line of busi ness Ed Fisher, in ter viewed by Hertneky (1996: 59), stated
that “com pe ti tion sparks his imag i na tion”; in that he looks for new
solutions for his busi ness in stead of re pro duc ing what his com pet i tor
does. In other words, he aims at ac tively mod i fy ing his own pre vi ous
knowl edge through an in te rior con struc tion, leveraged by the
interaction with his environment.

How ever, in the busi ness world, there are nu mer ous sit u a tions in
which rules im posed ar bi trarily boost in di vid u al is tic be hav iors, of
strict obe di ence to these rules, hence not com pro mised with the aims
and even non-co op er a tive. There fore we can con clude that a
precondition for co op er a tion re sides in the ac cep tance of rules
established by mu tual agree ment or, at least, con sented, as in the case
of un ion and em ployer ne go ti a tions. Coreno (1996:15-16) il lus trates
sit u a tions of co op er a tion be tween com pet i tor com pa nies, in which the
es tab lish ment of agree ments and li a bil i ties led to new busi ness
situations. In other words: in the con text of the com pet i tive game
between com pa nies, co op er a tion meant to operate together and to
negotiate rules that seemed fair for everyone.
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The con cept of jus tice is es sen tial be cause it gives the ba sis to a
moral rule. Trans port ing this to a macro level means the con ceiv ing of
so ci ety do way Rawls con ceives it (1981): as an eq ui ta ble sys tem of
cooperation among free and equal peo ple. Such def i ni tion im plies the
idea that co op er a tion is guided by norms and pro ceed ings pub licly
recognized, ac cepted as ap pro pri ate reg u la tory mech a nisms of mu tual
con ducts. Eq ui ta ble terms in the co op er a tion spec ify the idea of
reciprocity and mu tu al ity, that is to say, they are terms that each
participant may ac cept, pro vided all the oth ers also ac cept them. In
human so ci et ies, this means a no tion of po lit i cal jus tice char ac ter iz ing
the eq ui ta ble terms of so cial co op er a tion. As Piaget made ev i dent, the
co op er a tion sup poses the cod i fi ca tion of rules be tween par tic i pants.
Con se quently, cooperation with other individuals allows for the
development of morality and autonomy.

But what is au ton omy? This is an im por tant is sue since com pa nies
ad ver tise the need for em ploy ees with ini tia tive, spirit of fight ing, and
will ing to “die for the or ga ni za tion”. Is au ton omy the same as
independence? Ac cord ing to constructivism, the au ton o mous per sons
have their own con vic tions on what is right and what is wrong within a
spe cific set of cir cum stances. Their judge ments are not governed by
reward or punishment. 

The dif fer ence be tween au ton omy and in de pend ence re sides on the
fact that the au ton o mous in di vid ual goes be yond con ven tions, see ing
them as a set of rules within many other pos si bil i ties, and is some one
who adopts con ven tional rules solely in cer tain cir cum stances, when
they are mean ing ful to him or her (Kamii and De Vries, 1991: 20-23).
This may be one of the most con flict ing as pects be tween the Piagetian
the ory and what goes on in the world of or ga ni za tions. In the
organization, the de cen tral iza tion and the au ton omy are pro claimed,
but it is well known that, as is the case in cham pi on ships, there are
rewards and pun ish ments for, re spec tively, vic to ries and de feats. On
the lat ter, in these times of down siz ing, reengineering, and other
“tools” for the re struc tur ing of com pa nies, the men ace of
unemployment for the in di vid ual is perhaps the most dramatic
punishment in terms of the restraint of autonomy.

Fi nally, the idea of co op er a tion, ac cord ing to Rawls, also in volves
the idea of ra tio nal ad van tage or the well be ing of each par tic i pant. It
means what those in volved in the co op er a tion – in de pend ent of be ing
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in di vid u als, fam i lies, as so ci a tions, or even na tional states –are try ing
to ob tain, when the scheme is con sid ered from their point of view.
How ever, the idea of gain ing is also pres ent in the com pet i tive game,
what leads us to the con fir ma tion of the in ter re la tion ship be tween
competition and co op er a tion. This be comes clearer when we ex am ine
the lev els in games ac cord ing to the re searches of Piaget, and re late
some of them to some aspects of what occurs in the organizations.

The game and its stages

From the ob ser va tion of chil dren play ing and from in ter view ing them,
Piaget iden ti fied four lev els in games:

1. Mo tor and in di vid ual game.

2. Ego cen tric game (from age 2 to 5).

3. In cip i ent co op er a tion.

4. Cod i fi ca tion of rules.

The first is the level of dis cov ery of the per son’s own body and
environment, and of the ex er cise of mo tor skills. In the ego cen tric
game, chil dren im i tate their older class mates but play alone, with out
hav ing to go through the ef fort of look ing for a part ner, or they play
with other chil dren with out try ing to win. If they are play ing and not
pay ing at ten tion to any one and, af ter wards, are asked with whom they
were play ing, they re ply: “with my self”. When we ask if they pre fer to
play alone, the an swer is: “You do not need two (peo ple), you can play
alone”. Al though they have al ready mas tered mo tor skills that en able
them to play, from the child’s per spec tive, the other play ers are
irrelevant. Small chil dren are quite ego cen tric to become interested in
what others are doing.

Here an ex pla na tion is per ti nent. As Kamii and De Vries (1991: 33)
point out: 

The term ‘egocentrism’ is sometimes misunderstood and mistaken for
‘selfishness’, which means doing something for one’s self, even knowing that this
act is not suitable or hurts another person. Egocentrism is different from
selfishness in that it refers to the total incapacity of seeing another point of view.
Children aged three to four are interested only in what they do, and it doesn’t
occur to them to compare their performance with someone else’s.               

Well, this ca pac ity to get in ter ested in what oth ers do and to
comppare it with one’s own, the child only achieves by de cen tral iz ing
and putt ing him or her self in the place of other play ers. This is how
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chil dren be gin to com pare their per for mances and to co or di nate the
intentions of dif fer ent play ers. This is what en ables the third level, of
in cip i ent co op er a tion, in which each player tries to win. At this level,
(at about 5 years of age) it does not mean that the be hav ior of the child
will change com pletely, how ever, the child starts to dem on strate a
“com pet i tive at ti tude”. The child de cen tral izes enough to be able to
com pare and rec og nize con trary in ten tions of play ers. It is at this level
that chil dren try to win. When no one is try ing to win, there is no need
for rules to be sub ject to com par i son. But, when com pe ti tion emerges,
children have to cooperate to reach an agreement on rules. 

This is the con di tion for the next level: the cod i fi ca tion of rules. It is
why –in the con text of games– to co op er ate is not to con sent with a
request, but to op er ate to gether and ne go ti ate rules that seem fair for
ev ery one. This de mands the de vel op ment of a broader skill: be ing able
to de cen tral ize and co or di nate points of view. And here we reach a
point to be fur ther ex am ined in or der for us to better un der stand what
goes on in or ga ni za tions.

First, a def i ni tion of game is needed; so that we can es tab lish
relations for the or ga ni za tional ter ri to ries. The broad est def i ni tion of
‘game’ di rects us to its en ter tain ing as pect and pres ents it as a syn onym
to ‘fun’, ‘amuse ment’, or ‘pas time’, and can be both in di vid ual or
related to groups. A good ex am ple of this un der stand ing is given by
Tara Lapinski, the youn gest cham pion in fig ure skat ing cham pi on ships 
in the United States. When asked about her strat e gies for win ning
competitions, she an swered that the most im por tant was not to get
obsessed by the idea of win ning, and that she would even for get the
com pe ti tion at all when do ing her rou tine; so that, when com pet ing, she 
gets to tally ab sorbed by the plea sure of ice skat ing and per ceives it just
as fun. Cer tainly this is the at ti tude to fight stress, both in
championships and in or ga ni za tions: to recognize the entertaining
and/or learning aspects of each experience.

How ever, there are other def i ni tions of ‘game’, such as that of Gove
(1961), De Vries, (1991: 3) that re fer to “a phys i cal or men tal
competition con ducted ac cord ing to rules in which each par tic i pant
plays in di rect op po si tion to the oth ers, each try ing to win or to pre vent
the op po nent from win ning”. Ac cord ing to the En cy clo pe dia
Americana, (1957: 266) (De Vries, 1991:3), “In games, there are
prescribed at ti tudes, sub ject to rules, and pen al ties for dis obe di ence of
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such rules; and ac tions be have in an evo lu tion ary way un til they
culminate in a cli max that con sists, usu ally, of a victory of  skills, time,
or strength”. 

For De Vries, games ap ply to this def i ni tion ex cept for the as pect of
com pe ti tion aim ing vic tory, since the au thor seeks the char ac ter iza tion
of good in fant games in which the pos si bil ity of win ning is not
essential. To help chil dren reach the fourth level, it is im por tant that
rules are es tab lished ei ther by con sen sus or con ven tion, and that these
rules are of co op er a tion, be cause the game can not be played un less the
play ers agree mu tu ally with the rules, co op er ate in fol low ing them, and 
ac cept their con se quences. And here lies a ma jor sim i lar ity in re spect
to sports games in cham pi on ships and the com pe ti tion that is of ten
established within com pa nies. In both cases the aim is vic tory. And we
must fo cus on an other point of con ver gence: what ev ery player must do 
in roles that are interdependent, opposite, and cooperative.

The ex is tence of in ter de pen dency and op po site in ten tions in the
search for the ac com plish ment of aims im plies the pos si bil ity of us ing
strat e gies. In short: in or der to be a game there must ex ist the pos si bil ity 
of op po si tion and ac tions, and, thus, of the elaboration of strategies.

Games in the organizational territories

In an or ga ni za tion, com pet i tive strat e gies as sume mul ti ple
dispositions. Based on an ex plor atory study car ried out hav ing as
starting point the state ments of hu man re sources man ag ers,
consultants, and ex-man ag ers, some fea tures of com pe ti tion that seem
to per me ate the or ga ni za tional en vi ron ment will be pre sented.
However, this anal y sis does not in tend to be ex haus tive. When
analyzing these com pet i tive strat e gies, it must be kept in mind that, in a 
game, at least two el e ments are in volved: com pet i tors and rules. But,
dif fer ently from in fant and sport ive games, in the or ga ni za tion, the
rules of games are not always explicit; at least not all of them.

Rational objectiveness vs. hidden competition

Ra tio nal ob jec tive ness is the busi ness card of or ga ni za tions. But
behind it there may be a hid den com pet i tive ness di verse from that
characterized by some as “a healthy com pe ti tion in which
aggressiveness is used in fa vor of the com pany”. Ra tio nal
objectiveness has to do with the exteriorization of the or ga ni za tion and
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un der it may be oc cult ed what goes on in the “locker rooms” of
competition. In them, the “uni form” of the ever pres ent smile is put on;
the at ti tude of the “be ing bril liant and, if pos si ble, more per fect than the 
col league”. These at ti tudes –ex pected as co op er a tion– carry the
implicit mes sage of an in stru men tal ra tio nal ity as an ex pres sion of
com pe tence and use ful ness: to smile, to agree, to show re sults, all are
use ful in the com pet i tive game to as cend in a ca reer or, at least, (in the
era of “down siz ing” and reengineering), to secure one’s job.

Effects of competitive games on organizations

One of the sit u a tions in which hid den com pe ti tion op er ates is in the
pro cess of so cial iza tion of neo phytes. When the new em ployee or
superior starts in the or ga ni za tion, it is pos si ble that hid den
competition ap pears due to the feel ings of men ace, as well as the fear of 
los ing some thing that the ones who have been lon ger in the
organization may feel. For the neo phytes, what hap pens is that the rules 
of the game are not clear, de mand ing con stant at ten tion on their part,
what may lead ul ti mately to physical, intellectual, and moral stress. 

Among the com pet i tive strat e gies pre sented, one may in clude the
re sis tance to the neo phyte, which may cause his or her
non-familiarization to prac ti cal as pects of  ev ery day work so that he or
she makes mis takes, de lays the car ry ing out of tasks, and has to learn
things the hard way. An other com mon sit u a tion en coun tered in
companies is the des ig na tion of a tu tor or “trainee”, whose lack of time, 
pa tience, and in ter est gen er ates stress at work and in the neophyte-tutor 
relationship.

The si mul ta neous re port dur ing train ing of two em ploy ees hav ing
the same oc cu pa tion, in which the mis takes of one are re ported to the
other, pri vately, also hap pens. Sen tences like, “See what he did wrong!
He will never have a fu ture in the com pany”, are com mon. An other
strat egy of en cour age ment of com pe ti tion is say ing to both: “I want to
see which of my ap pren tices does better”, and to each one, sep a rately,
say, “You are better than him!”

When the en cour age ment of com pe ti tion from su pe rior ranks of the
or ga ni za tion is very in tense, it gen er ates an opposit ef fect, since
situations of ten sion and stress con tam i nate all the hi er ar chi cal lev els.
Al though com pe ti tion be comes more sub tle and sur rep ti tious in the
superior lev els, as in the man age ment, it is very likely that its ef fects
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will re coil in all the or ga ni za tion, un der min ing the ex is tence of so cially 
built ex plicit rules, and the autonomy, as constructivism proclaims. 

Spe cific sit u a tions of com pe ti tion in this hi er ar chi cal level con sist
in the at tri bu tion of “dumb” or me chan i cal tasks, such as the stor ing of
data in a com puter, the con trol of an op er at ing ta ble to one of the
neophytes; or not in clud ing them in vis its to im por tant cli ents, or in
lectures or busi ness op por tu ni ties not held within the company. 

An other strat egy is to give con tra dic tory mes sages, such as, “I count 
on you!”, but never ask the per son to do some thing con sid ered
important in the scope of the or ga ni za tion. As Soares (1998) rightly
puts: “There are more sub tle ways to im pose re tal i a tion than the
punishment it self, for ex am ple, in ten tion ally not lis ten ing to
suggestions. This de prives peo ple from their space”. It is the tech nique
of ex clu sion, iso la tion of the com pet i tor or pos si ble ri val. For the
individual vic tim ized by this pro cess, the con se quence is in se cu rity,
dis trust in the per son’s own ca pac ity to per form, and the con se quent
lowering of self-esteem. It is the stigma of the loser.

Fi nally, one of the con clu sions one can reach about ex ces sive
competition is that, at its least, it gen er ates an at mo sphere of great
insecurity in the or ga ni za tion, and, in its most, it makes the in di vid u als
and the team be come “ill”, as Enriquez (1997) points out. Be sides,
excessive lev els of ri valry lead to ex ces sive con trol, in which “the man
is the wolf of the man”.

Analogy between the stages of games in children and
competition/cooperation in organizations

Many in fer ences may be drawn from find ings based on Piagetian
research for life in the or ga ni za tion. As Con stance Kamii, Piaget’s
follower, (1991: 283) de clares:

Piaget’s theory demonstrates that competition in games is part of a broader
development, that goes from egocentrism to an increasing ability to decentralize
and to coordinate points of view. This process of development may be seen not
only in games, but also in moral judgement, in language, in classification, in
conservation, in the construction of a spatial-temporal structure and in causality.

A good ex am ple given by the au thor is of the ego cen tric talk that in
chil dren is de vel oped from mono logue to the col lec tive mono logue,
and which is n’t yet a di a logue, since one can not take into con sid er ation
the point of view of the other. In or der to talk and com mu ni cate, the
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child has to de cen tral ize and use points of ref er ence in com mon with
other peo ple so that they may pay at ten tion and un der stand him or her.
This is pos si ble only through talk ing and lis ten ing to oth ers; hence, the
need of ac tiv i ties that stim u late this kind of in ter ac tion, as games in
group. In the or ga ni za tion, the pos si bil ity of a com mu ni ca tion that
accepts con flict and dif fer ent points of view as a con di tion to
understanding seems an im por tant les son to be drawn from the fourth
level of games de tected by Piaget, (if the in ten tion is for in di vid u als
and teams to build rules of convenience that incorporate cooperation as 
a counterpart of competition). 

In this man ner, two con sul tants in ter viewed de clared that they had
used group games with em ploy ees. Thus, the ex ist ing prob lems in the
com pany could be ver bal ized and the way em ploy ees in ter re late
among each other and with man ag ers could emerge clearly. Sit u a tions
like seek ing a scape goat for what is not well in the group, and blam ing
and ac cus ing in the game made ev i dent com pet i tive and co op er a tive
as pects pres ent in the team. This method is a help ful tool for the
understanding that com mu ni ca tion within or ga ni za tions is a vast field
of study for which re search, such as that of Piaget, may pro vide
interesting con tri bu tions in re la tion to human beings in face of
challenging situations.

Chal leng ing sit u a tions are quite ev i dent in games, and are cer tainly
pres ent in the or ga ni za tional en vi ron ment, above all in the pro cesses of 
mergings and privatizations, when staff from dif fer ent back grounds
must sud denly share the same space. In the words of a con sul tant who
made use of the strat egy of en abling the emer gence of la tent
competition and in se cu rity, the game “al lowed the par tic i pants to
verbalize, share, and rec og nize in the oth ers the same prob lems and
feel ings” (Batista, 1998 in recent statement).

Still in re la tion to talk, Kamii (1991: 36) be lieves many par al lels can 
be drawn be tween ego cen tric talk and the ego cen tric way of play ing,
since the two oc cur due to the dif fi culty of tak ing into con sid er ation the
point of view of the oth ers. Be ing able to es tab lish a di a logue and play
games in group dem on strates an im por tant a tran si tion from the
egocentric stage to a higher and more so cial ized level of think ing.
According to her, “the his tory of sci ence is one of con stant
decentralization, co or di na tion, and ob jec tive ness of points of view.
The tran si tion of egocentrism to a more co or di nated way of think ing
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char ac ter izes the de vel op ment of all the as pects of think ing” And this
seems to be a pro cess that does not end when we reach adult life, it is a
con stant con quer ing. Most peo ple in their work ing en vi ron ments do
not know how to lis ten, they mis hear each other in the in ter change
needed for the ac tiv i ties to be de vel oped. And this ends up by be ing
trans formed in a not so con scious game of  win ning-los ing. In this
game, one acts as chil dren do in the early stages, not in ter act ing with
the oth ers, rather en clos ing them selves in their world. In such
situations, many are the ones to lose; not only the in di vid u als, but the
whole, the or ga ni za tion it self. In the or ga ni za tion, if one wishes the
individuals not to with draw to an ego cen tric stage, it is im per a tive that
possibilities are established in the organizational culture and
atmosphere enabling for substantial communication.

A good ex am ple of this, also men tioned by Kamii, con sists in the
elab o ra tion of the golden rule, “Don’t do to oth ers what you don’t want
peo ple do to your self”, that takes many years to be built. Partly by
suffering in jus tices, chil dren are able to see a sit u a tion from the point of 
view of the weaker ones, and, af ter wards, to build a golden rule for
them selves. Per haps these sit u a tions of loss may also lead to the
construction and to the ob ser va tion of rules of mu tual re spect in
organizations, to an other ethic, or to other eth ics, as wishes Enriquez
(1997c).

E-mail: zmezquita@adm.ufrgs.br
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