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This publication-based dissertation investigates how firms of different sizes and structures manage 

simultaneous cooperation and competition (coopetition). It includes five self-contained research papers, 

four designed for publication in peer-reviewed academic journals, and one developed for publication as 

an academic teaching case study. The first paper is a systematic literature review that identifies recent 

accomplishments and future trends in coopetition research. It delivers a comprehensive, unique, and 

updated view on the field, unifying scattered research findings into a cohesive and overarching 

framework. The second paper is a single-case study, zooming in on the inner workings of a corporate 

incubator. It explores the role and management of internal coopetition to develop entrepreneurial 

competencies for business model innovation. The third paper shifts the research focus toward large 

multinational enterprises to explore the formation of new coopetition relationships. It illuminates a new 

organizational design and accompanying management principles to address paradoxical tensions in the 

first and potentially most difficult phase of coopetition. The fourth paper taps into the complexities of 

coopetition between small- and mid-sized firms and large corporates. It uncovers three coopetition 

strategies and a mix of management principles for smaller firms to navigate asymmetrical risks in 

coopetition with larger companies. The fifth paper expands the scope of the dissertation to include an 

entire industry, analyzing the drivers, strategies, and outcomes of coopetition in a highly concentrated 

and regulated sector. Taken together, the five research papers collectively contribute to a more nuanced 

understanding about the management of coopetition and provide valuable implications and 

recommendations for practitioners. 
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1 Introduction 

 

1.1   Motivation and research gap 

 

“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.” 

Sun Tzu. Chinese general & military strategist (~400 BC) 

 
Complexities in innovation development, rapidly changing consumer and regulatory 

requirements, as well as technological and digital demands increasingly compel firms 

across industries to collaborate with their competitors (Bengtsson et al., 2018; Gnyawali 

& Park, 2011). Coopetition, a blend of “cooperation” and “competition,” describes a 

unique and revolutionary type of business-to-business relationship in which two or 

more firms simultaneously cooperate and compete to achieve mutually beneficial 

outcomes (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000). Different from other types of inter-organizational 

collaborations such as strategic alliances or joint ventures, coopetition thrives from 

competition between the engaging firms (Bengtsson & Kock, 2014; Johansson et al., 

2019). Competition keeps firms alert to constantly strive for higher levels of 

performance (Akpinar & Vincze, 2016; Rajala & Tidström, 2017). This specific feature 

enables coopetition to deliver greater benefits than purely collaborative or purely 

competitive engagements (Lado et al., 1997; Peng et al., 2012).  

Coopetition relationships are inherently oppositional, contradictory, and paradoxical 

(Bengtsson et al., 2016; Raza-Ullah, 2020). Smith and Lewis (2011) define paradox as 

“contradictory yet interrelated elements (dualities) that exist simultaneously and persist 

over time; such elements seem logical when considered in isolation, but irrational, 

inconsistent, and absurd when juxtaposed” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 387). Indeed, 

cooperation to pursue collective goals and competition to exploit private gains seem 

logical when viewed separately, but when the two approaches come together in 

coopetition, they appear incompatible and conflicting (Bengtsson et al., 2016). 

Therefore, coopetition is widely recognized as one of the most complex and demanding 
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organizational phenomena (Lundgren-Henriksson & Kock, 2016a; Tippmann et al., 

2018). 

There are many benefits to joining forces with a competitor (Dorn et al., 2016). Firms 

in coopetition can access complementary technologies and expertise to reduce costs, 

mitigate risks, acquire new knowledge, and enhance their innovation efforts, thereby 

creating stronger, more robust, and better-differentiated offers (Fernandez et al., 2021; 

Gnyawali & Park, 2011; Velu, 2016). For instance, large multinational enterprises 

(MNEs) operating in knowledge-intense sectors pursue coopetition to split the costs of 

developing new products, move into new technologies, or keep pace with ever-

shortening product life-cycles (Gnyawali & Park, 2011). Small and mid-sized 

enterprises (SMEs), including start-ups, family-run and micro firms, have also begun to 

tap into the opportunities afforded by coopetition. These firms coopete to overcome 

resource limitations and the vulnerabilities of being small and new, for instance by 

exchanging important assets and equipment (Kraus et al., 2019), sharing know-how and 

entrepreneurial advice (Galloway et al., 2019), or jointly defending their position 

against bigger and more powerful competitors (Garri, 2020).  

Despite these advantages, the simultaneous pursuit of cooperation and competition 

entails several risks and uncertainties. Indeed, firms in coopetition have only partly 

converging interests (Gnyawali et al., 2016). Although coopeting firms exchange 

knowledge and resources to create value together, they will also protect their assets to 

maintain a competitive advantage (Gast et al., 2019; Gnyawali & Ryan Charleton, 

2018). While sharing more know-how or technologies can improve the likelihood of 

achieving better results, it simultaneously increases the risks of opportunistic tactics, 

knowledge leakage, and outright plunder (Fernandez et al., 2018; Gast et al., 2019). 

Leaks of sensitive knowledge or technologies to a competitor can have devastating 

consequences for a firm’s innovation capabilities, market position, and financial 

performance (Crick, 2019). Reaping sufficient benefits without jeopardizing their 

competitive advantage requires therefore that coopetitors constantly calibrate their 

relative levels of cooperation and competition (Park et al., 2014).   
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There is no best choice for the relative degree of collaboration and competition in 

coopetition. For instance, scholars have found that with “too little” coopetition, firms 

might struggle to survive due to insufficient resources and capabilities. With “too much” 

coopetition, they could face exploitation, lose strategic core knowledge, and dilute their 

competitive advantage (Crick, 2019). Firms engaged in coopetition are thus constantly 

torn between the prospect of unique opportunities through access to new resources and 

the need to protect sensitive assets to avoid exploitation.  

Therefore, the question is how firms can manage coopetitive relationships to achieve 

positive performance outcomes. How can they simultaneously collaborate and compete 

without sacrificing their individual advantage? Which managerial mechanisms and 

organizational structures can they employ to reap the benefits of collaboration while 

avoiding the risks of competition? Which coopetition strategies will produce mutually 

beneficial win-win outcomes? This dissertation endeavors to advance our knowledge 

on these matters by delivering new insights into the management of coopetition 

relationships across firm sizes, with a specific emphasis on implications and 

recommendations for practitioners.  

 

1.1.1 Managing coopetition relationships 

Coopetition management has developed into an intriguing and exciting area in extant 

coopetition literature, with scholars attempting to understand how companies navigate 

simultaneous cooperation and competition to obtain positive and mutually beneficial 

performance outcomes (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016). Combining cooperation and 

competition in one and the same relationship can yield unique benefits, but also  create 

various tensions within and between firms (Raza-Ullah et al., 2014). These tensions 

coexist, connect, and affect one other, and are reinforced by several contingencies and 

contextual factors including regulations, technological shifts, and environmental 

conditions (Czakon et al., 2020; Mariani, 2007). Managing coopetition is therefore 

often portrayed as the “management of tensions” and frequently considered the missing 

link between coopetition and performance (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016).  
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In a small but increasing number of studies, scholars of coopetition management have 

begun exploring specific managerial mechanisms to reduce tension in coopetition. Their 

contributions have focused on specific capabilities (Bengtsson et al., 2020; Bengtsson 

et al., 2016), governance procedures (Bouncken et al., 2016), trust building measures 

(Czakon & Czernek, 2016; Raza-Ullah & Kostis, 2019), management principles (Le 

Roy & Fernandez, 2015), and organizational design structures (Fernandez et al., 2018; 

Le Roy et al., 2021; Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015; Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2018) to 

manage coopetition.  

Thus far, three main management principles have been identified as facilitating the 

management of coopetition: the separation principle (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 

2011), the integration principle (Chen, 2008; Gnyawali & Park, 2011; Oliver, 2004; 

Smith & Lewis, 2011), and the co-management principle (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). 

The separation principle recommends a functional, temporal, or spatial separation of 

collaborative and competitive activities at the organizational level (Bengtsson & Kock, 

2000). Separation helps managers to avoid the coopetition paradox by focusing on either 

collaborative or competitive activities (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000; Dowling et al., 1996). 

The integration principle holds that managers must combine collaborative and 

competitive thinking at the individual level to manage the paradoxical logics of 

coopetition (Chen, 2008; Gnyawali & Park, 2011; Oliver, 2004; Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

The co-management principle suggests a dual structure with equal duplication of 

management functions and joint governance to manage complex coopetition projects 

(Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). Such a structure ensures double control and prevents 

individual managers from behaving either too competitively or too cooperatively 

(Fernandez & Le Roy, 2018).  

Based on these principles, two organizational designs emerged for the management of 

coopetition: the coopetitive project team (CPT) and the separate project team (SPT) 

(Fernandez et al., 2018; Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). In a CPT, teams from each 

coopetitor work together intensively on a daily basis in the same location, following the 

principles of separation, integration, and co-management. In the SPT, each coopetitor 

works separately and only connects to share basic knowledge that the other team needs 
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to the project’s success. SPTs are built upon the principle of separation, and only the 

managers at the team interface adopt the integration principle (Le Roy et al., 2021). The 

choice between these organizational designs depends on the levels of costs, risks, and 

innovativeness (incremental versus radical innovation) of the coopetitive project 

(Fernandez et al., 2018). 

Despite these initial advancements, our knowledge on the effective management of 

coopetition relationships is only starting to be built (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016). Existing 

studies have investigated the presence and effectiveness of known management 

principles and organizational designs only in a few specific settings (Fernandez & 

Chiambaretto, 2016; Fernandez et al., 2018; Le Roy et al., 2021). These contributions 

analyze specific management tactics for established coopetition relationships primarily 

between multinational companies (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). However, it remains 

unclear whether and how these management approaches change or shift when such 

firms start to engage and initiate coopetition (cf. Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, past contributions on coopetition management mostly focused on large 

and well-established firms (Gnyawali & Park, 2011; Seran et al., 2016). Insights into 

how smaller, younger, and less resourceful firms manage coopetition are still scarce (cf. 

Granata et al., 2018). More specifically, although smaller firms have recently started to 

collaborate with larger and more powerful competitors (Hora et al., 2018), no study has 

yet examined how such firms can manage this particular type of coopetition 

relationship. Therefore, more empirical investigations into coopetition principles, 

strategies, and procedures across firms of different sizes and structures are needed to 

better understand and navigate the challenges of coopetition management. 

 

1.1.2 Positioning of this dissertation in the literature 

This publication-based dissertation is positioned within the literature devoted to the 

management of coopetition (Fernandez et al., 2018; Le Roy & Czakon, 2016; Le Roy 

& Fernandez, 2015; Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2018). It is intended to advance 

knowledge on managing the interdependent and contradicting dynamics in coopetition 

relationships by providing insights grounded in compelling empirical data (Gnyawali 
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& Song, 2016). The five research projects in this dissertation synergistically shed light 

on coopetition management across firms of different sizes and structures and are 

focused on specific coopetition challenges that have received limited or no academic 

attention.  

The first research paper, which constitutes Chapter 2 of this dissertation, was motivated 

by the growing interest in coopetition research. Scholars published more high-quality 

studies on this subject in the five years between 2015 and 2020 than in the entire 25-

year history of the field. Numerous empirical investigations have provided new and 

deeper insights into previously identified research gaps, advancing the academic 

discussion and offering important implications for firms to better maneuver the 

challenges and capture the benefits of coopetition. Despite these advances, however, 

this recent research has been disjointed and fragmented, limiting our understanding of 

the current state of knowledge in the field. Driven by the desire to structure and connect 

past and present research and identify future trends, the first research paper delivers a 

comprehensive, unique, and updated view on coopetition research, unifying it into a 

cohesive and overarching framework.  

The second research paper, presented as Chapter 3, zooms in on an unusual context for 

coopetition research: the inner workings of a corporate incubator. In this small-firm 

setting, teams of intrapreneurs simultaneously collaborate and compete to design and 

implement innovative business models. This paper explores the role and management 

of coopetition within a highly entrepreneurial and innovation-driven micro-

environment. The project foregrounds unique findings into the role of internal 

coopetition in the development of entrepreneurial competencies (ECs) for business 

model innovation (BMI).  

The third research paper, presented in Chapter 4, shifts the research focus toward large 

MNEs. This paper considers the critical question of how MNEs manage to initiate new 

coopetition partnerships. The formation of coopetition is the first and potentially most 

difficult step in coopetition. In this early phase, coopetitors are unaware about their 

rival’s real intent and there is tension within and between the firms, intensified by 

increased risks of opportunistic behavior and knowledge theft. This paper identifies 
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paradoxical tensions unfolding at internal and external firm levels when competing 

MNEs begin to collaborate. It illuminates a new organizational design and associated 

management principles to navigate these tensions and successfully enter coopetition.  

The fourth research paper, Chapter 5, taps into the complexities of managing 

coopetition between SMEs and large firms. While coopetition offers unique 

opportunities for innovation and growth, asymmetries between SMEs and large firms 

can provoke unilateral actions, opportunistic tactics, and knowledge theft which can 

undermine SMEs’ innovation power and jeopardize coopetition success. To maneuver 

these challenges, this research paper identifies three distinct SME coopetition strategies. 

In each strategy, SMEs navigate different coopetition intensities by dynamically 

combining a mix of principles to manage asymmetrical risks in coopetition with larger 

companies. 

The fifth research paper in Chapter 6 is a teaching case study and expands the scope of 

the dissertation to include an entire industry. The agrochemical and seed industry is a 

fiercely competitive and highly innovation-driven sector dominated by a few large and 

powerful firms. Escalating costs, changing consumer preferences, and increased 

regulatory scrutiny have resulted in the emergence of numerous coopetition 

relationships to develop and launch innovation. An unprecedented wave of mega 

mergers has recently transformed the industry, reducing it into even fewer and larger 

firms. As sector rivalry increased and innovation became even more challenged, the 

remaining giants needed to find new ways to collaborate and innovate together. This 

case study allows students to understand the primary drivers, strategies, and outcomes 

of coopetition in a highly concentrated and regulated sector. It translates key research 

insights into a classroom context and sets out implications and recommendations for 

practitioners for the successful management of coopetition.   

A range of methodological approaches were applied in this dissertation. The first 

research paper employs the data-gathering procedures from Tranfield et al. (2003) 

alongside the Gioia method (Gioia et al., 2013) for data structuring and analysis. The 

second research paper builds on a single-site case study to explore the management of 

internal coopetition in a unique and highly innovative micro-environment (Yin, 2018). 
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The third research paper applies a flexible pattern matching approach (FPMA) to build 

new theory on the formation of coopetition by moving iteratively between expected 

theoretical patterns drawn from the literature and observations from empirical data 

(Bouncken et al., 2021; Sinkovics, 2018). The fourth research paper uses a qualitative 

multi-case research design (Eisenhardt, 1989) and the Gioia approach (Gioia et al., 

2013) to identify three distinct SME coopetition strategies to manage asymmetrical 

risks in coopetition with larger companies. The fifth research paper is a teaching case 

study that translates the findings of the first four research papers into material suitable for 

a classroom environment. 

Figure 1 provides an overview of the dissertation. 

 

Figure 1: Dissertation overview. 
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1.2 Summary of research papers 

This publication-based dissertation consists of five distinct research papers designed to 

be published in double-blind peer-reviewed academic journals (Figure 2). Each paper 

is self-contained and has its own research question, introduction, theoretical 

background, results, discussion, and references. 

 
Figure 2: Research approach across research papers. 

 
 

The first research paper (Chapter 2) takes the form of a systematic literature review. 

The three subsequent papers (Chapters 3, 4, and 5) are empirical studies and the final 
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and reap the benefits of coopetition. These efforts have yielded a large body of 

fragmented and disjointed findings, limiting a unified understanding of the current state 

of knowledge in the field. Prior literature reviews repeatedly expressed their concerns 

over the increasingly scattered and disconnected nature of coopetition research 

(Bouncken et al., 2015). The unprecedented surge of new studies has exacerbated this 

issue.  

The first research paper structures and connects a sample of 161 articles published 

between 2015 and 2020 with the body of research prior to 2015, using the systematic, 

evidence-based literature review methodology of Tranfield et al. (2003) and the Gioia-

methodology (Gioia et al., 2013). On this approach, 81 first-order concepts were 

consolidated into 32 aggregated themes to arrive at five aggregated research 

dimensions: antecedents, execution, interaction, outcomes, and levels of coopetition. 

This analysis is supplemented by a qualitative trend analysis of all articles published in 

2020 to identify three emerging trends and issues in the field: innovation, interaction 

(trust, coopetition capabilities, and emotions), and coopetition outcomes.  

The findings from this literature review indicate that coopetition has evolved into a 

complex, multidimensional, multileveled, and interconnected construct. The research 

dimensions identified should thus not be approached as solitary constructs; rather, 

interdependencies among the antecedents, execution, interaction, outcomes, and levels 

of coopetition must be considered. The review connects and integrates a fragmented set 

of findings into a cohesive and up-to-date framework, demonstrating how findings and 

dimensions relate and fit together, developing a unified perspective towards an 

otherwise scattered and disconnected research landscape. This framework allows 

scholars to position their research within the field and identify the elements connected 

by or within their results. At the same time, this review supports practitioners in 

understanding the crucial interdependencies of the five research dimensions.  

This research paper is co-authored with Dominik K. Kanbach and Johanna Gast. It was 

published in Industrial Marketing Management (Vol. 96, 113-134) on May 21, 2021, 

and is retrievable at https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2021.05.001 (Gernsheimer et 

al.). Industrial Marketing Management is rated B in the VHB-JOURQUAL3 ranking, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2021.05.001


 

11 
 

its current ranking in the Scimago Journal and Country Rank (SJR) is Q1, its ranking in 

the Chartered Association of Business Schools (ABS) is 3, its current CiteScore is 13.8, 

and its current Impact Factor is 10.3. 

 

1.2.2 Research Paper 2: Empirical research paper 1 (Chapter 3) 

The second research paper, “Fostering entrepreneurial competencies for business model 

innovation – the case of Audi Denkwerkstatt,” is a qualitative single-site case study of 

one of Germany’s most successful corporate incubators (Kreimeier, 2020).  

Audi Denkwerkstatt is the corporate incubator of Audi AG. Separated from the parent 

organization but still drawing on Audi’s corporate structure, Audi Denkwerkstatt 

creates an entrepreneurial working environment fully dedicated to developing new 

business ventures. Audi Denkwerkstatt develops ECs through an intense, time-limited 

program that includes educational, mentorship, and networking components (Becker & 

Gassmann, 2006). Internal venture teams simultaneously collaborate and compete to 

design and implement innovative business models. The program entails a fierce 

evaluation process that only sees one successful venture team implement its business 

model idea in real life. This paper studies the role and management of internal 

coopetition among the venture teams to develop ECs and elicit business model 

innovation (BMI).  

The paper follows the recommendation of Yin (2018) and conducts a single-site case 

study to understand how Audi Denkwerkstatt fosters EC development to elicit BMI. 

Primary and secondary data were used to gain in-depth insights into the case. Primary 

data were collected through two in-person field visits, observations at a pitch event by 

Audi Denkwerkstatt intrapreneurs, and three open innovation events hosted by Audi 

Denkwerkstatt residents. Qualitative data were gathered through 13 semi-structured 

interviews and supplemented by secondary data, including podcasts with residents and 

Audi Denkwerkstatt alumni, publications by Audi Denkwerkstatt employees, and 

recordings of Audi’s open innovation events.  
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The study identifies friendly internal coopetition among venture teams as one of four 

key levers for EC development. Dedicated venture developers supported the venture 

teams in discovering, designing, validating, and scaling new business model ideas. 

These individuals are key actors engaged in continuous sensemaking to reduce tension 

during the incubation process. As a result, the venture teams interpret the simultaneous 

collaboration and competition as friendly coopetition, stimulating their collaborative 

spirits and improved performance without limiting their willingness to share 

knowledge. The research paper further shows that coopetition among intrapreneurs both 

facilitates EC development and develops the ability of teams to coopete; this is in itself 

an important and emerging competence among rising entrepreneurs within and beyond 

corporate borders. 

The paper is co-authored with Benedict Seiferlein and Dominik K. Kanbach and was 

published in the December 2022 issue of the International Journal of Automotive 

Technology and Management (Vol. 22, No. 4, pp. 401-423) and is retrievable at 

https://doi.org/10.1504/IJATM.2022.126821 (Seiferlein et al.). International Journal of 

Automotive Technology and Management is currently Q2-ranked in the SJR ranking 

and C-ranked in the VHB-JOURQUAL3 ranking. 

 

1.2.3 Research Paper 3: Empirical research paper 2 (Chapter 4) 

The third paper “Managing paradoxical tensions to initiate coopetition: The rise of 

Coopetition Formation Teams,” details the results of a qualitative, interview-based case 

study on the formation of new coopetition relationships.  

While coopetition research has recently started to explore principles and organizational 

designs for the successful management of coopetition (cf. Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015; 

Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2018), the formation of such risky and potentially damaging 

engagements remains a largely underexplored challenge (Efrat et al., 2022). This third 

paper therefore explores the sources, types, and management of paradoxical tensions in 

the initiation of MNE coopetition relationships.  

Primary data were obtained from 34 semi-structured interviews with mid- and senior-

level managers from three leading agrochemical MNEs actively engaged in numerous 

https://doi.org/10.1504/IJATM.2022.126821
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coopetition partnerships. These three MNEs collectively control more than 50% of the 

sector and fiercely compete for market share and profits. Primary data were 

supplemented by a wide array of secondary data such as press releases, investor 

presentations, and industry reports to triangulate and confirm the interview results. The 

study applies a flexible pattern matching approach (FPMA) to analyze the data and to 

develop new theory by iteratively comparing theoretical patterns from extant literature 

and observed empirical patterns (Bouncken et al., 2021; Sinkovics, 2018). 

The study identifies a novel organizational design for the formation of MNE coopetition 

relationships: coopetition formation teams (CFTs). CFTs are dedicated teams of 

coopetition experts, oscillating within and between competing MNEs to address 

multiple paradoxical tensions at intra-firm and inter-firm levels. Connecting two 

fiercely competing firms, CFTs evolve as intermediaries within two opposite poles, 

assuming an in-between position at the firm level, bridging and connecting the 

conflicting interests, goals, and expectations of two competing organizations. 

At the intra-firm level, CFTs pursue a mix of separation and integration to overcome 

performing, organizing, and belonging tensions (cf. Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015; Smith 

& Lewis, 2011). At the inter-firm level, CFTs rely on separation and integration to 

alleviate performing, organizing, and learning tensions. However, critical tensions 

within and between firms may escalate and threaten formation success. Therefore, CFTs 

can enact reconciliation by top management as a third principle to break through 

escalating conflicts and establish coopetition. 

The paper contributes by offering an empirical assessment on the sources and types of 

paradoxical tensions unfolding in the early and most vulnerable stage of coopetition 

(Tidström, 2014; Tidström & Rajala, 2016). It finds boundary-spanning teams moving 

within and between competing firms to dynamically manage paradoxical tensions 

across multiple organizational levels. We add reconciliation by top management as a 

new principle to the literature, emphasizing the need for interference by top managers 

as supporting actors to reconcile critical conflicts threatening formation success 

(Pradies et al., 2021). Overall, this study is the first to provide empirical insights into 

the management of the first and potentially most difficult step in coopetition. 
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This research paper is co-authored with Dominik K. Kanbach, Johanna Gast, and 

Frédéric Le Roy. It was submitted to Industrial Marketing Management on July 26, 

2023, and is currently under double-blind peer review. Industrial Marketing 

Management is rated B in the VHB-JOURQUAL3 ranking, its current SJR ranking is 

Q1, its ranking in ASB is 3, its current CiteScore is 13.8, and its current Impact Factor 

is 10.3. 

 

1.2.4 Research Paper 4: Empirical research paper 3 (Chapter 5) 

The fourth research paper of this dissertation titled “Always on par? How SMEs manage 

coopetition for innovation with large firms,” constitutes a qualitative, multi-case study 

analyzing 25 coopetition projects between SMEs and large firms to create innovation 

in an emerging niche market. 

Coopetition with large firms can provide SMEs with new opportunities for innovation 

and growth, but also be more challenging than coopetition with smaller firms 

(Bengtsson & Johansson, 2014; Hora et al., 2018). Power disparities and knowledge 

asymmetries can provoke unilateral actions, opportunistic tactics, and knowledge theft 

which can undermine SMEs’ innovation power and jeopardize coopetition success 

(Bengtsson & Johansson, 2014; Lechner et al., 2016). This fourth research paper 

therefore investigates how SMEs can manage these asymmetrical risks in coopetition 

with larger firms.   

This paper builds on a multi-case analysis of 25 coopetitive innovation projects between 

small and large firms joining to create next-generation products in a market niche. For 

each project, two interviews were conducted: one with a manager from the small and 

one with a manager from the large company. This approach allowed the study to gather 

and verify broad and holistic insights from two perspectives (Dana & Dumez, 2015). 

Primary data was analyzed in a sequential multi-step process employing the Gioia et al. 

(2013) methodology and thereafter triangulated with several secondary data sources.  

The study discovers three distinct strategies pursued by SMEs to create innovation in 

coopetition with larger firms: (1) Co-distribution, (2) Technology licensing, and (3) 

R&D co-development. In each strategy, SMEs navigate different coopetition intensities 
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by dynamically combining the principles of separation, integration, and co-ownership 

to achieve specific innovation outcomes.  

We contribute by showing that in coopetition with large firms, SMEs shift among three 

distinct strategies with different coopetition intensities, ranging between cooperation- 

and competition-dominant approaches. Further, while prior findings identify co-

management for joint activities and decision making in coopetition between large firms 

(Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015), we show that in coopetition between SMEs and large 

firms, co-management is not practiced. Instead, SMEs push for co-ownership to joint 

inventions (e.g., new patents) to mitigate opportunistic tactics and asymmetrical 

knowledge theft on the part of larger firms. We add co-ownership as a new coopetition 

management principle to the literature, emphasizing the need for equal access to new 

inventions to encourage sensitive knowledge exchanges between SMEs and large firms 

for the creation of breakthrough innovation (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015).  

This research paper is co-authored with Johanna Gast and Dominik K. Kanbach. It was 

submitted to the International Small Business Journal on July 11, 2023, and is currently 

under double-blind peer review. International Small Business Journal is rated C in the 

VHB-JOURQUAL3 ranking, its current SJR ranking is Q1, its ranking in ABS is 3, its 

current CiteScore is 10.8, and its current Impact Factor is 7.1. 

 

1.2.5 Research Paper 5: Teaching case study (Chapter 6) 

The fifth research paper “The agrochemical and seed industry: Leveraging coopetition 

for breakthrough innovation,” is a teaching case study on coopetition in the global 

agrochemical and seed industry, a fiercely competitive and highly concentrated sector 

which found itself in a challenging situation after an unprecedented wave of mega 

mergers. The teaching case study is structured in two parts. The first part presents the 

industry setting and the strategic challenge of the four multinational firms remaining in 

the industry, concluding with a strategic decision point. The second part is a teaching 

note that provides instructors with directions for a classroom discussion. 

In 2015, there were only six multinational firms engaged in the discovery of innovative 

agrochemicals and seeds: Syngenta AG (Syngenta), The Monsanto Company 
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(Monsanto), Bayer CropScience (Bayer), BASF SE (BASF), Dow Agroscience (Dow) 

and DuPont de Neumours, Inc (DuPont). These competitors forged strong coopetitive 

relationships to overcome the increasing challenges in developing and launching new 

products. Indeed, escalating costs, complexities in the discovery and development 

process, and increasing regulatory risks limited the likelihood of groundbreaking new 

products being discovered. In coopetition, Syngenta, Monsanto, Bayer, Dow, and 

DuPont were able to connect their resources to create and deliver breakthrough 

innovation at a lower cost, increased speed, and lower risk than they could have done 

alone. Between 2016 and 2018, an unprecedented wave of mega mergers transformed 

the industry into even fewer and larger players. Syngenta, Bayer, BASF, and Corteva 

Agriscience (created by the merge between Dow and DuPont) became the four industry 

leaders, dominating up to two-thirds of the sector. As their rivalry increased and 

innovation became even more difficult, their key challenge was to determine how they 

could now leverage their complementarities and innovate together without 

compromising their individual strengths and competitive advantages.  

The classroom discussion suggested in the teaching note builds upon the growing 

coopetition literature and the results of the empirical studies already outlined. The 

questions suggested in the teaching note allow students to reflect on the drivers, 

strategies, and outcomes of coopetition in the agrochemical industry and beyond.  

This teaching case study is co-authored with Dominik K. Kanbach. It was published by 

Ivey Publishing on March 5, 2023 and can be retrieved under 

https://www.iveypublishing.ca/s/product/the-agrochemical-and-seed-industry-

leveraging-coopetition-for-breakthrough-innovation/01t5c00000DMljjAAD 

Ivey Publishing is the global leader in business case study publications and applies a 

strict editorial review process. 

  

https://www.iveypublishing.ca/s/product/the-agrochemical-and-seed-industry-leveraging-coopetition-for-breakthrough-innovation/01t5c00000DMljjAAD
https://www.iveypublishing.ca/s/product/the-agrochemical-and-seed-industry-leveraging-coopetition-for-breakthrough-innovation/01t5c00000DMljjAAD
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1.3 Publication status of research papers 

At the time of submitting this dissertation, the publication status of the five research 

papers is as summarized in Table 1. 
 

Table 1: Publication status of research papers. 

No. Title Publication status 

I 

Coopetition research - A 
systematic literature 
review on recent 
accomplishments and 
trajectories 

Published in Industrial Marketing Management 
(VHB: B, SJR: Q1, ABS: 3, ISSN 0019-8501); Link: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2021.05.001 
 
 

II 

Fostering entrepreneurial 
competencies for business 
model innovation – the 
case of Audi 
Denkwerkstatt 

Published in International Journal of Automotive 
Technology and Management  
(VHB: C, SJR: Q2, ISSN 1470-9511); Link: 
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJATM.2022.126821 
 

III 

Managing paradoxical 
tensions to initiate 
coopetition:   
The rise of Coopetition 
Formation Teams 

Submitted for publication in Industrial Marketing 
Management 
(VHB: B, SJR: Q1, ABS: 3, ISSN 0019-8501); 
currently under double-blind peer review. 
 

IV 

Always on par? How 
SMEs manage 
coopetition for innovation 
with large firms 

Submitted for publication in International Small 
Business Journal 
(VHB: C, SJR: Q1, ABS: 3, ISSN 0266-2426); 
currently under double-blind peer review. 
 

V 

The agrochemical and 
seed industry: Leveraging 
coopetition for 
breakthrough innovation 

Published in Ivey Publishing case collection; Link: 
https://www.iveypublishing.ca/s/product/the-
agrochemical-and-seed-industry-leveraging-
coopetition-for-breakthrough-
innovation/01t5c00000DMljjAAD  

  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2021.05.001
https://doi.org/10.1504/IJATM.2022.126821
https://www.iveypublishing.ca/s/product/the-agrochemical-and-seed-industry-leveraging-coopetition-for-breakthrough-innovation/01t5c00000DMljjAAD
https://www.iveypublishing.ca/s/product/the-agrochemical-and-seed-industry-leveraging-coopetition-for-breakthrough-innovation/01t5c00000DMljjAAD
https://www.iveypublishing.ca/s/product/the-agrochemical-and-seed-industry-leveraging-coopetition-for-breakthrough-innovation/01t5c00000DMljjAAD
https://www.iveypublishing.ca/s/product/the-agrochemical-and-seed-industry-leveraging-coopetition-for-breakthrough-innovation/01t5c00000DMljjAAD
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2 Coopetition research – A systematic literature review on recent 

accomplishments and future trajectories 

 

Research Paper 1: Systematic literature review 

 

Published in International Marketing Management (ISSN 0019-8501); Link: 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.indmarman.2021.05.001 

 

Authors: Oliver Gernsheimer, Dominik K. Kanbach, Johanna Gast 

 

Abstract 

Research in the field of coopetition, which describes firms simultaneously competing 

and collaborating to create value, has recently gained enormous momentum. Over the 

period of 2015 to 2020, scholars published more high-quality studies on this subject 

than in the entire 25-year history of coopetition research. Despite the relevance of these 

contributions, their fragmented nature and disjuncture from prior studies limit a 

connected understanding of the current standing of the field. Our analysis addresses this 

gap by systematically reviewing, comparing, and connecting a selected sample of 161 

recent articles with the body of research established prior to 2015. Our study makes 

three main contributions. We (1) structure and connect past and present coopetition 

research across five identified research dimensions: Antecedents, execution, 

interaction, outcomes, and levels of coopetition. We (2) supplement this review with a 

qualitative trend analysis, identifying emerging themes for the future of the field. By 

combining past and present perspectives with the future outlook, we (3) provide a 

comprehensive, unique, and updated perspective on coopetition research, unifying it 

into a cohesive, overarching framework. Lastly, we explain crucial interdependencies 

and suggest areas for future research before we conclude the study.   

 

Keywords: coopetition; cooperation and competition; systematic review; 

interorganizational relationships; research trends. 
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3 Fostering entrepreneurial competencies for business model innovation — the 

case of Audi Denkwerkstatt1 

 

Research Paper 2: Empirical Research Paper 1 

 

Published in International Journal of Automotive Technology and Management (ISSN 
1470-9511); Link: https://doi.org/10.1504/IJATM.2022.126821. 

 

Authors: Benedict Seiferlein, Oliver Gernsheimer, Dominik K. Kanbach 

 

Abstract 

Corporate incubators are a phenomenon of increasing relevance to elicit business model 

innovation (BMI) within large firms. They equip talented employees with 

entrepreneurial competencies (ECs) to identify, build, and pursue new ventures. 

However, their specific approach in developing ECs conducive to BMI has been 

understudied so far. Based on an in-depth case study at Audi Denkwerkstatt, one of 

Germany’s most successful corporate incubators in BMI, we investigate how ECs 

emerge along the incubation process. Specifically, our study suggests four distinct 

levers facilitating EC development: 1) a dedicated team of venture developers, coaching 

and guiding the intrapreneurs; 2) friendly internal coopetition among the intrapreneurs, 

sparking positive tension and higher performance; 3) co-living, nurturing continuous 

creative exchange, team intimacy, and trust; 4) co-working and early partnering in the 

start-up ecosystem. Our findings underline the importance of corporate incubators in 

developing ECs to effectuate BMI in the automotive industry. 

 

Keywords: entrepreneurial competencies; business model innovation; corporate 

incubator; automotive manufacturers. 

 

 
1 This paper is written in British English as per request of the journals’ submission guidelines. 
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4 Managing paradoxical tensions to initiate coopetition: The rise of Coopetition 
Formation Teams  

 

Research Paper 3: Empirical Research Paper 2 

 

Submitted for publication to International Marketing Management (ISSN 0019-8501), 

currently under double-blind peer review. 

 

Authors: Oliver Gernsheimer, Dominik K. Kanbach, Johanna Gast, Frédéric Le Roy 

 

Abstract 

Although prior research has studied the management of coopetition, the formation of 

such risky and potentially damaging engagements remains a largely underexplored 

challenge. Using a flexible pattern matching approach on the leading multinational 

enterprises (MNEs) from the agrochemical industry, we unveil a new organizational 

design to manage coopetition formation. Coopetition Formation Teams (CFTs) are 

boundary-spanning groups of coopetition experts, oscillating within and between 

competing MNEs to mitigate paradoxical tensions and initiate coopetition. They do so 

by applying a dynamic combination of the separation, integration, and reconciliation 

principles. At the intra-firm level, CFTs pursue a mix of the separation and integration 

principles to overcome performing, organizing, and belonging tensions. At the inter-

firm level, CFTs rely on the separation and integration principles to alleviate 

performing, organizing, and learning tensions. However, critical tensions within and 

between MNEs can escalate and threaten formation success. Therefore, CFTs enact 

reconciliation by top management as a third principle to fully enter coopetition. Our 

study offers an empirical perspective into the types, sources, and management of 

tensions at multiple levels during the first and potentially most difficult phase of 

coopetition and provides important implications for the design of future research. 

 

Keywords: coopetition; formation; paradoxical tensions; organizational design; 

management principles. 
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4.1   Introduction 

Multinational enterprises (MNEs) operating in fast-paced high-tech sectors increasingly 

join in simultaneous cooperation and competition (coopetition) to achieve complex 

innovation goals (Bouncken et al., 2015; Fernandez et al., 2021; Gnyawali & Park, 

2011). While the paradoxical nature of coopetition offers MNEs unique opportunities 

for expansion and growth, it also sparks tensions that can weaken their performance and 

threaten coopetition success (Fernandez & Chiambaretto, 2016; Tidström, 2014). 

Therefore, previous research identified three core principles to manage tensions in 

coopetition (Fernandez et al., 2014): the organizational separation of cooperating and 

competing activities (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000; Dowling et al., 1996), individual 

integration of these activities (Chen, 2008; Oshri & Weeber, 2006), and co-management 

of shared activities (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). Based on these principles, specific 

organizational designs emerged to coordinate coopetition (Fernandez et al., 2018).  

Although these principles explain how MNEs manage coopetition, they leave open the 

question of how MNEs establish and initiate coopetition (Efrat et al., 2022). Existing 

studies have largely omitted the early phase of coopetition, focusing instead on the later 

stages when risks are lower and the relationship is more established (Le Roy et al., 2021; 

Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2018). This lack of attention is surprising since formation is 

the first and potentially most difficult step in coopetition (Dorn et al., 2016). In this 

early stage, competitors must establish a trusted relationship to determine how they 

collaborate, share, and create value from coopetition (Tidström, 2018). Nonetheless, 

uncertainty about the true intent and success of coopetition is high (Devetag, 2009). 

Without proper governance to control the relationship, each firm is free to act 

opportunistically and exploit the weaknesses of its potential partner (Bouncken et al., 

2016). Competitors may initiate coopetition for the sole purpose of extracting 

confidential information, disrupting strategies, or weakening standing competitive 

practices (Galkina & Lundgren-Henriksson, 2017). These risks can cause rivals to be 

overly cautious and protective of their knowledge and assets, creating strong barriers to 

collaborative interactions (Dussauge et al., 2000; Jakobsen, 2020). 
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MNEs unable to maneuver these threats and associated tensions may feel discouraged 

and intentionally avoid or withdraw from coopetition midway through the formation 

process, forgoing its potential benefits (Raza-Ullah, 2020). Consequently, insights into 

the mitigation of potential risks and associated tensions at the early stage of their 

engagement may encourage MNEs to deliberately pursue coopetition and reduce 

conflicts at later and more advanced stages, leading to better, more robust, and longer-

lasting performance outcomes (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016). Therefore, we raise the 

following research questions: What are the sources and types of paradoxical tensions 

during MNE coopetition formation? Which organizational design and principles can 

MNEs apply to manage these tensions? 

We address these questions through a qualitative research design in the highly 

concentrated and fiercely competitive agrochemical industry. We investigate the three 

leading MNEs controlling more than fifty percent of the sector (Phillips, 2020). 

Escalating costs, stricter regulations, and scientific complexities in the development of 

innovation have driven the three rivals into numerous coopetitive relationships (Sparks 

& Lorsbach, 2017). Studying the formation of coopetition and associated tensions in 

such a context is therefore a particularly exciting fit to our study. Based on 34 

semistructured in-depth interviews with decision-making mid- and senior-level 

managers across all three firms, we unveil a new and previously unknown 

organizational design for coopetition formation: Coopetition Formation Teams (CFTs). 

CFTs are boundary-spanning groups of coopetition experts, oscillating within and 

between their firms to mitigate paradoxical tensions and initiate coopetition. They do 

so by applying a dynamic mix of the separation, integration, and reconciliation 

principles. At the intra-firm level, CFTs pursue a combination of separation and 

integration to overcome performing, organizing, and belonging tensions. At the inter-

firm level, CFTs rely on separation and integration to alleviate performing, organizing, 

and learning tensions. However, critical tensions within and between firms can escalate 

and threaten formation success. Therefore, CFTs enact reconciliation by top 

management as a third principle to fully enter coopetition.  
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Our study contributes by offering insights into the types, sources, and management of 

paradoxical tensions manifesting in the early and most vulnerable stage of coopetition 

(Tidström, 2014; Tidström & Rajala, 2016). We identify a dynamic organizational 

design for the multi-level management of coopetition to address multiple paradoxical 

tensions unfolding across the intra-firm and inter-firm levels (Fernandez et al., 2018; 

Le Roy et al., 2021). While this design relies on the known management principles of 

separation and integration, we find reconciliation by top management as a critical third 

and new principle, emphasizing the need for interference by top management members 

as supporting actors to reconcile critical conflicts threatening formation success 

(Bengtsson et al., 2020; Pradies et al., 2021). Overall, our study is the first to investigate 

and explain the management of MNE coopetition formation.  

 

4.2 Theoretical background 

 

4.2.1 Paradoxical tensions in MNE coopetition 

Although MNEs are large and powerful organizations with a wide range of globally 

dispersed resources and capabilities (Pitelis & Teece, 2018), they increasingly decide 

to combine their assets and join in coopetition (Fernandez et al., 2021; Luo, 2004). By 

sharing and connecting their resources with other large firms, MNEs can access new 

knowledge, develop differentiated technologies, share costs, reduce risks, and expand 

into new and untapped markets (Ansari et al., 2016; Cassiman et al., 2009; Nemeh, 

2018).  

Despite these benefits, however, MNEs also face several risks as they pool resources to 

pursue collective goals (Chiambaretto et al., 2020). MNEs typically run similar 

organizational structures and compete with comparable products in similar markets for 

the same customers (Chen, 1996). While these features make MNEs attractive 

collaboration partners, they can also stimulate learning races, opportunism, and 

knowledge losses (Arslan, 2018; Bonel & Rocco, 2007; Holgersson et al., 2018; Ritala 

et al., 2015). Coopetition between fiercely competing MNEs can lead to power 

imbalances (Akpinar & Vincze, 2016), overdependencies (Chai et al., 2019), and 
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strategic inflexibilities (Gnyawali & Park, 2009), which can trigger lost revenue, 

decreased productivity, and a dilution of competitive advantages (Luo, 2007; Rajala & 

Tidström, 2017). These risks create strong tensions within and between coopeting firms 

(Fernandez et al., 2014; Tidström, 2014).  

Smith and Lewis (2011) provide a paradox perspective to better understand how these 

tensions emerge and manifest. According to their research, paradoxical tensions surface 

due to the simultaneous existence of “contradictory but interrelated elements, logical 

individually but inconsistent or even absurd when combined” (Smith & Lewis, 2011, 

p. 382). Collaboration to pursue collective goals and competition to exploit private 

gains seem logical when viewed separately, but when the two approaches come together 

in coopetition, they appear unreasonable and conflicting (Bengtsson et al., 2016). 

Consequently, paradoxical tensions rise and force a choice to reduce the pressure from 

dealing with two opposing forces at the same time (Raza-Ullah et al., 2014). Smith and 

Lewis (2011) divide these tensions into four different types: performing, organizing, 

belonging, and learning tensions.  

Performing tensions relate to balancing competing goals, expectations, and outcomes. 

MNEs typically own similar and complementary resources but have different abilities 

to share, internalize, and recombine newly acquired knowledge and technologies 

(Bouncken & Kraus, 2013; Quintana-García & Benavides-Velasco, 2004; Ritala & 

Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2018). These differences may lead to overly protective 

behaviors and a pull toward competition, which can slow innovation progress and 

jeopardize coopetition success (Rajala & Tidström, 2017). Organizing tensions are 

associated with processes, structures, and routines. Coopeting MNEs must set clear 

rules to direct and facilitate their interactions. Such governance mechanisms can create 

strong organizing tensions since they can force firms to accept joint instead of sole 

decision making (Bouncken et al., 2016; Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). Consequently, 

these tensions can spur defensive reactions and lower the willingness to cooperate. 

Belonging tensions transpire from diverging values, identities, and beliefs (Lewis, 

2000). These tensions arise as individual MNE managers may be perceived as traitors 

because they collaborate with the enemy, enforcing a strong pull for competition instead 
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of cooperation (Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2018). Finally, learning tensions emerge from 

the need to continuously renew by building on and simultaneously destroying the past 

to create the future (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Coopetition among MNEs requires 

openness among employees to embrace new skills and approaches to resolve issues 

(Bouncken & Fredrich, 2016; Lundgren-Henriksson & Kock, 2016a). Switching to new 

ways of working may create anxiety and discomfort, pulling toward competition, but it 

can also be an opportunity to exchange and learn from, pulling toward cooperation 

(Fredrich et al., 2019). 

Paradoxical tensions often overlap and reinforce one another (Smith & Lewis, 2011). 

In coopetition, they are approached as cognitive-emotional constructs experienced by 

the individuals engaged in pursuing contradictory demands at various organizational 

levels (Fernandez et al., 2014; Raza-Ullah et al., 2014). The intra-firm level covers 

tensions between individuals, teams, or the entire organization whereas the inter-firm 

level observes tensions between organizations (Bengtsson et al., 2016; Raza-Ullah, 

2020). Paradoxical tensions at the intra-firm level can either provoke or reduce tensions 

at the inter-firm level, and vice versa (Raza-Ullah et al., 2014). These cross-level 

interdependencies suggest that paradoxical tensions cannot be approached in isolation 

but should rather be considered as intertwined challenges that require integrated 

management tools to lower their negative impacts while harnessing their stimulating 

potential (Bouncken et al., 2018; Gernsheimer et al., 2021).  

 

4.2.2 Managing paradoxical tensions in MNE coopetition 

The paradox literature and coopetition research highlight three core principles to 

manage paradoxical tensions in MNE coopetition: organizational separation of 

cooperating and competing activities (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011), individual 

integration of these activities (Chen, 2008; Oliver, 2004), and co-management of joint 

activities (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). The separation principle (Lewis, 2000; Smith 

& Lewis, 2011) recommends a functional, temporal, or spatial division of collaboration 

and competition at the firm level (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000). For instance, two MNEs 

separate their teams from the remaining company (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015) or use 
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specific information systems to isolate critical and noncritical information (Fernandez 

& Chiambaretto, 2016). MNEs may also use separate legal entities and brands to 

manage coopetition (Depeyre et al., 2018). The separation of cooperation and 

competition is a defensive response to reduce tensions in the short-term; however, as 

one activity is continuously chosen over the other, the pressure from the neglected 

activity can eventually intensify and jeopardize coopetition success. Separation can thus 

lead to new tensions and is therefore not sufficient to manage coopetition (Chen, 2008; 

Oshri & Weeber, 2006). 

According to the integration principle, managers must integrate collaborative and 

competitive thinking at the individual level (Chen, 2008; Gnyawali & Park, 2011; 

Oliver, 2004; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Based on integration, managers are able to 

perceive the benefits of contradictions and convince others to accept and embrace 

coopetition as a beneficial and perpetual strategy (Czakon et al., 2020; Gnyawali & 

Park, 2009). MNE managers with this ability seek synergies between their competing 

businesses by integrating the duality of coopetition into their daily work (Depeyre et 

al., 2018; Stadtler & van Wassenhove, 2016).  

The co-management principle suggests a joint coopetitive project team (CPT), 

separated from the remaining organizations and with a dual management committee to 

manage complex innovation projects (Le Roy et al., 2021; Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). 

In CPTs, managers from two coopeting MNEs with high integration capabilities are 

pooled to intensively collaborate and make all critical project decisions together (Le 

Roy & Fernandez, 2015). Co-management in CPTs relies on integration to synthesize 

conflicts and create joint benefits (Fernandez et al., 2018). 

The three core principles are supplemented by the mediation and arbitration principles. 

Whereas mediation relies on third-party advisors facilitating and structuring the 

interactions between MNEs (Depeyre et al., 2018), arbitration relies on top management 

to make internal decisions about collaborations with large competitors (Pellegrin-

Boucher et al., 2018).   

 



 

33 
 

4.2.3 Managing paradoxical tensions in MNE coopetition formation 

Formation is the first and potentially most difficult step in coopetition. It is during this 

phase that competing firms begin to exchange their knowledge, assets, and expertise to 

establish a coopetitive relationship (Lundgren-Henriksson & Kock, 2016a). As both 

competitors determine the scope, terms, and conditions of their partnership, they intend 

to develop a balanced, fully functioning and long-lasting structure that stimulates 

collaboration in the presence of competition (Dorn et al., 2016). Therefore, formation 

lays the foundation for the success of coopetition. 

Trust is one of the most critical determinants for the formation of coopetition and is 

deemed the ‘emotional foundation of collaboration’ (Chin et al., 2008; Raza-Ullah & 

Kostis, 2019; Sztompka, 1999). It facilitates cooperation, reduces opportunism, and 

stimulates knowledge exchange (Lascaux, 2020; Raza-Ullah & Kostis, 2019). Trust is 

built from repeated positive interactions over the life stage of a coopetitive relationship 

(Lascaux, 2020; Lundgren-Henriksson & Kock, 2016b). However, establishing and 

maintaining trust in the early stage in coopetition is difficult, particularly when the 

partners are fiercely competing MNEs that could damage each other (Jakobsen, 2020). 

High uncertainties and risks of plunder can stimulate paradoxical tensions that lead to 

overly protective and dysfunctional behaviors (Dussauge et al., 2000).  

Formal coordination through rules and structures is important to manage the 

interactions between competing firms and complements the impact of trust (Devetag, 

2009; Mariani, 2016). Established MNE coopetition projects are often framed by a 

formal collaboration agreement, a specific project structure (Le Roy & Fernandez, 

2015), and a joint governance committee (Mariani, 2016; Stadtler & van Wassenhove, 

2016) to control and coordinate the behaviors between firms. In the early stage of 

coopetition, however, formal coordination does not exist (Czakon & Czernek-

Marszalek, 2018). Indeed, routines and processes to facilitate the interactions between 

firms are only starting to be built (Lundgren-Henriksson & Kock, 2016a). In the absence 

of formal governance, sharing knowledge to identify joint coopetition opportunities can 

be difficult and increase the risk of unilateral plunder (Galkina & Lundgren-Henriksson, 

2017). Resulting tensions cannot be escalated to a steering committee but instead must 
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be addressed and resolved directly by the individuals steering and driving the formation 

efforts (Lundgren-Henriksson & Kock, 2016b). Consequently, the risks and tensions in 

the formation phase are significantly higher and more difficult to manage than those at 

the later stages in coopetition (Tidström, 2018). Nonetheless, it remains unclear which 

specific tensions arise and which management principles MNEs can apply as they 

engage in the formation of new coopetitive partnerships. Therefore, we argue that there 

is a need to investigate how MNEs manage coopetition formation. 

 

4.2.4 Tentative analytical framework 

To develop our tentative analytical framework, we (1) build upon prior insights about 

different types of paradoxical tensions based on the paradox literature (Smith & Lewis, 

2011) and (2) draw on existing knowledge about coopetition management (Le Roy & 

Fernandez, 2015) and the wider coopetition literature. We propose that coopetition 

formation involves high paradoxical tensions due to the high risks and uncertainties 

expressed by the low levels of trust and a lack of formal coordination. At the intra-firm 

level, the formation of a coopetitive relationship may cause internal strategies to be 

adjusted or project plans to be revised, giving rise to organizing tensions (Dahl et al., 

2016; Gnyawali et al., 2016). Furthermore, individual managers may have diverging 

views about the value of coopetition based on their past involvement, perceptions, and 

experiences with competitors (Lundgren-Henriksson & Kock, 2016a). These 

performing tensions can fuel the fear of plunder and activate high learning tensions 

(Gast et al., 2019) but also create belonging tensions from skepticism and uncertainty 

about the impact of coopetition (Ansari et al., 2016). At the inter-firm level, MNEs must 

agree on how to work and make decisions together, which may create strong organizing 

tensions (Mariani, 2007). Different expectations about the outcome of coopetition can 

lead to high levels of performing tensions (Lundgren-Henriksson & Kock, 2016b). 

Finally, sharing core knowledge with a competitor may trigger strong learning tensions 

and connect with belonging tensions among individuals who may be perceived as 

‘traitors’ because they work with competitors (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016). We thus 

formulate our first expected pattern for coopetition formation as follows: 
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Expected pattern 1a: During coopetition formation between MNEs, we expect high 

levels of organizing, belonging, learning, and performing tensions at the intra-firm 

level. 

Expected pattern 1b: During coopetition formation between MNEs, we expect high 

levels of organizing, belonging, learning, and performing tensions at the inter-firm 

level. 

We also expect that a specific organizational design will be necessary to manage the 

different types of paradoxical tension at both firm levels. However, given the early stage 

in coopetition, a joint project structure such as the CPT is unlikely to exist. Instead, we 

assume that another design will be necessary to manage coopetition formation. We thus 

formulate our second expected pattern: 

Expected pattern 2: During coopetition formation between MNEs, we expect a specific 

organizational design to be necessary to manage paradoxical tensions at both firm 

levels.  

Finally, we assume that specific management principles will be present and relevant to 

managing the paradoxical tensions in coopetition formation. We thus formulate our 

third expected pattern: 

Expected pattern 3: During coopetition formation between MNEs, we expect specific 

management principles to be necessary to manage paradoxical tensions at both firm 

levels. 

 

4.3 Methodology 

 

4.3.1 Research design 

We chose an exploratory research design with an in-depth single case study (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2018) to investigate and explain the management of coopetition 

formation. An exploratory approach is particularly appropriate since the formation of 

coopetition is a complex and scarcely explored phenomenon (Efrat et al., 2022) that 
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expands across multiple levels (Dorn et al., 2016). Deploying a qualitative research 

design also resonates with recommendations from Bengtsson et al. (2010) and Gnyawali 

and Song (2016), advocating for qualitative approaches to integrate the complexities 

and interdependencies of coopetition. Recent contributions have demonstrated the 

utility of qualitative studies to explore the multilayered, paradoxical, and dynamic 

nature of coopetition in a cohesive and comprehensive manner (Fernandez et al., 2018; 

Le Roy et al., 2021). 

4.3.2 Empirical setting 

We select the agrochemical and seed industry as our empirical setting. The $100 billion 

sector is positioned within the life science segment of the chemical industry and 

dominated by a few large and fiercely competing MNEs developing and marketing 

pesticides (Phillips, 2020). We focus on Alpha, Beta, and Gamma, the three leading 

MNEs controlling more than fifty percent of the sector.2 By focusing on the three major 

players of the industry, we are able to gather detailed insights and a profound 

understanding of how coopetition is established in such a context. All three firms 

operate under similar organizational structures and aggressively compete with similar 

products and business models in the same geographies for market shares and profits 

(Phillips, 2020). Innovation is the core value driver of the sector. Alpha, Beta, and 

Gamma are responsible for eighty percent of the entire annual R&D spent in the sector 

(Phillips, 2020). Innovative products are in high demand to protect plants from 

aggressively developing insects and diseases (Sparks & Bryant, 2021) and are the result 

of a long and complex research and development (R&D) process marked by significant 

investments and high risks (Hartnell, 1996). Each firm invests more than $1 billion per 

year in R&D, and transforming one new chemical molecule into a final agrochemical 

product takes up to $300 million in investment and ten years of development work 

(Sparks & Bryant, 2021). In addition, strict regulations limit the possibilities of quickly 

bringing innovation to market (Nishimoto, 2019). To develop more innovation with 

better performance at lower risks, less costs, and in shorter times, Alpha, Beta, and 

Gamma forged numerous coopetitive relationships (Hartnell, 1996; Sparks & Lorsbach, 

 
2 To preserve anonymity, we disguised the company names. 
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2017). In coopetition, the three firms either cross-license existing technologies to 

develop incrementally innovative products or combine assets to develop radically new 

products (Sparks & Lorsbach, 2017). Reflecting the main drivers and outcomes of 

business-to-business coopetition relationships between large multinational firms 

identified by Gnyawali and Park (2011), this industry represents a particularly exciting, 

intriguing, and promising setting for our study. 

 

4.3.3 Data collection 

Our data collection process extended over a period of three years (2020-2022) and relied 

on primary and secondary data. In-depth semistructured interviews are the core source 

of the data, supplemented by a repertoire of secondary data, supporting the 

interpretation and verification of the accuracy of our interviews. First, in June 2020 and 

extending over a period of two months, we collected secondary data about existing 

collaborations involving the three MNEs. One author gained access to IHS Crop 

Science Market Reporting, an industry-specific global meta database covering 

worldwide market intelligence in the agrochemical industry. We searched for 

collaborations between Alpha, Beta, and Gamma published in strategic reports, press 

releases, market briefings, and analyst presentations issued in English during the last 

fifteen years (2007-2022) to build our initial knowledge about the industry and 

coopetition in this context. These insights allowed us to narrow our research questions 

and design our interview guide (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Second, after establishing the criteria for the qualitative analysis (Eisenhardt, 1989), we 

conducted 34 semistructured interviews with members from mid- and senior-level 

management of all three MNEs between November 2020 and January 2022 (Table 2). 

We followed the key informant approach to select managers who were deeply involved 

in the initiation of coopetition (Taylor & Blake, 2015). First, respondents were 

contacted based on previous professional links. With the snowball method, additional 

contacts were provided (Miles & Huberman, 1994). All interviews were conducted in 

English via videoconference or in person and lasted between 38 and 105 minutes, with 

an average duration of 64 minutes per interview. Our interview guide was used 
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consistently for all interviews to ensure a shared understanding of the phenomenon and 

the purpose of the questions (Appendix 1). We kept contacting new respondents until 

theoretical saturation was reached. We audio-recorded and immediately transcribed the 

interviews verbatim to preserve the quality of the data (Gibbert et al., 2008). Due to 

confidentiality concerns, we were instructed to redact any information about company 

names and products. 

Third, between February and March 2022, we conducted a second round of secondary 

data collection from company internal and company external sources to confirm the 

information from our interviews. Some informants provided us with internal documents 

(e.g., organizational structures and presentations) complementing external information 

(e.g., industry studies, company annual reports, and information on company websites). 

This information allowed us to validate and clarify contradicting data gathered through 

our interviews and supplemented secondary data from the initial stage of our research.  

 
Table 2: List of interviews. 

No Function of the interviewee Company Management  
Level 

No of 
coopetition 
projects 

Years of 
coopetition 
experience 

Interview 
length 

I1 R&D Strategy Lead Beta Mid-Level 5-10 projects 10 years 1 h 
I2 Head Regulatory & Stewardship Alpha Senior-Level 5-10 projects 12 years 1 h 10 min 
I3 Head Operations & Supply Chain  Beta Senior-Level 5-10 projects 11 years 1 h 02 min 
I4 Head Global Regulatory  Alpha Senior-Level >10 projects  16 years 1 h 39 min 
I5 Vice President Global Marketing Alpha Senior-Level >10 projects 14 years 39 min 
I6 Director of Marketing  Alpha Mid-Level 5-10 projects 18 years 50 min 
I7 Head of Strategy  Beta Mid-Level 5-10 projects 15 years 1 h 45 min 
I8 Director of Marketing Gamma Mid-Level >10 projects 15 years 38 min 
I9 Vice President Global Strategy Alpha Senior-Level 5-10 projects 17 years 58 min 
I10 Global Third Party Manager Alpha Mid-Level 5-10 projects 5 years 1 h 21 min 
I11 Global Third Party Manager Gamma Mid-Level <5 projects 2 years 1 h 06 min 
I12 Global Third Party Manager Beta Mid-Level 5-10 projects 3 years 1 h 15 min 

I13 Director of Third Party 
Management 

Alpha Mid-Level >10 projects 12 years 1 h 30 min 

I14 Global Strategy Project Lead Gamma Mid-Level <5 projects 10 years 58 min 
I15 Head of Global Alliance Mgmt. Gamma Mid-Level >10 projects 10 years 1 h 36 min 
I16 Head of Strategy  Beta Mid-Level 5-10 projects 14 years 1 h 25 min 
I17 Head of Global Portfolio Mgmt. Gamma Senior-Level >10 projects 12 years 59 min 
I18 Head of Legal Affairs Alpha Senior-Level 5-10 projects 10 years 55 min 
I19 Head of Global Third Party Mgmt. Beta Mid-Level >10 projects 11 years 1 h 07 min 
I20 Head of Global R&D  Beta Senior-Level >10 projects 9 years 1 h 02 min 
I21 Vice President Business Mgmt. Beta Senior-Level >10 projects 17 years 45 min 
I22 Head of R&D Partnerships Beta Mid-Level >10 projects 18 years 1 h 18 min 
I23 Head of Business Management Gamma Senior-Level >10 projects 18 years 56 min 
I24 Head of Intellectual Property Alpha Mid-Level 5-10 projects 6 years 50 min 
I25 Global Product Manager Gamma Mid-Level 5-10 projects 8 years 50 min 
I26 Director Key Account Manager Beta Mid-Level >10 projects 14 years 53 min 
I27 Head of Business Management Alpha Senior-Level 5-10 projects 9 years 1 h 02 min 
I28 Head of Business Management Beta Senior-Level 5-10 projects 12 years 1 h 
I29 Vice President Global Strategy Alpha Senior-Level 5-10 projects 8 years 51 min 
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I30 Head of Global Product Category Alpha Mid-Level 5-10 projects 5 years 43 min 
I31 Head of Regulatory Affairs Gamma Senior-Level 5-10 projects 12 years 40 min 
I32 Head of Commercial Excellence Alpha Senior-Level 5-10 projects 10 years 49 min 
I33 Head of Regional Business Mgmt. Beta Senior-Level 5-10 projects 14 years 58 min 
I34 Head of Global R&D Gamma Senior-Level 5-10 projects 13 years 1 h 35 min 

 

4.3.4 Data analysis 

We applied the flexible pattern matching approach (FPMA) to analyze our data. FPMA 

allows the development of new theory by iteratively comparing prior theoretical 

patterns derived from the extant literature with observed empirical patterns derived 

from empirical data (Bouncken, Qiu, & García, 2021; Bouncken, Qiu, Sinkovics, & 

Kürsten, 2021; Sinkovics, 2018). To focus and guide our study, we developed a 

tentative analytical framework (section 4.2.4) and formulated three expected patterns 

for the formation of coopetition. Then, we empirically explored our framework’s 

expected patterns by iteratively moving and searching for matches between the 

theoretical framework and the collected evidence from the empirical data. This enabled 

us to further advance our theory-derived analytical framework based upon a practice-

driven approach (Bouncken, Qiu, & García, 2021). Throughout this process, we used 

NVivo software to build our data structure by matching expected patterns with 

respective coding categories and descriptive codes (Figure 3). Our team of four 

researchers individually analyzed, discussed, and cross-checked primary and secondary 

data from various vantage points to ensure its internal validity and reduce interpretation 

biases (Gibbert et al., 2008). We compared all individual findings and reexamined in 

cases of different interpretations, until agreement was reached. Triangulation between 

the primary and secondary data further contributed to data validity (Creswell & Miller, 

2000). Finally, one of the researchers presented and discussed the results with three 

independent industry consultants who were able to cross-check and confirm our 

findings from multiple perspectives, thereby further improving our study’s validity and 

avoiding interpretation biases (Yin, 2018).  
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Figure 3: Summary of data structure. 
Coding categories Illustrative quoteExpected patterns

Paradoxical
intra-firm
tensions

(Expected 
pattern 1a)

Performing tensions

Belonging tensions

Organizing tensions

Learning tensions

Performing tensions

Organizing tensions

Separation principle

Integration principle

Reconciliation principle

 Internal disbelief and mistrust toward competitors
 Biased perception about own strengths and capabilities
 Skepticism about the value and benefit of coopetition

“We are sometimes blindfolded based on our own processes and our own strengths. We don’t
acknowledge the power and the relevance of our competitors and therefore, we are trapping
ourselves very often. We only believe what we see, what we think. And then the value and the
benefit of a collaboration can vanish quickly” (I32).

“If you are a researcher and you invented a product, of course, you don’t want to share it with
somebody else. The emotional attachment makes it difficult. It’s your little baby. And now a
strategy guy says we share it with a competitor because this is our new collaboration partner. Of
course, the researcher will hate it” (I34).

“Finding the common denominator where we are willing to sacrifice a short-term position of
strength for a long-term advantage is the challenge (…). It’s way easier to point to immediate
pain and costs than to a future benefit. Making the package work is difficult and involves
compromises across silos in our company. But structurally, we aren’t set-up to make
compromises for a common good” (I7).

“At the early stage it is really difficult because if you freely enter into some kind of transparency 
on what you're doing, you basically give away where you put your research money in. And then 
your competitors could copycat or could jump into that patent segment, look for the white spots 
and whatnot” (I3).

“We often fail to align at the strategic level because we are looking too tactically. Refusing to see 
that win/win requires ‘give’ on both sides. Failure to really build in the commercial hard end-point 
at the very beginning. The meat of the collaboration must be very clear from the beginning, on 
who gets what and what the profitable end point is” (I11).

“You start to work on an agreement together in an area which is a win for both companies. It 
does take time to find. And then the environment changes. The world suddenly has changed 
around us before we were able to finish the deal. And then all the effort, the work, trust, the 
structure, all becomes not as relevant and attractive anymore. It’s almost like you need to design 
how you end the agreement before you have even started it” (I25).

“They are not involved in the day-to-day business. They don’t need to deliver sales numbers or 
keep a budget. They have the luxury to think broad and strategic, and that even allows them to 
think much more like the competitor than their own company. But the key is that they are flexible 
and agile enough to play both sides. Kind of middle-men between the two companies” (I8).

“They are trying to maximizing value for both sides by finding common ground. Finding a 
balance by looking more at the commonalities than the differences between the companies. 
Making the collaboration valuable to both parties. (…) They have to build up internal trust with 
our own colleagues and of course external trust with the competitor” (I14).

“Sometimes they reach their limits when the pushback is getting too high, and politics come into 
play. This is when they need top management involvement to resolve and clear the path. Top 
managers have a rather unemotional way to think and can make final judgment in a top-down 
approach” (I33).

 Seeing low value in exchanging ideas with competitors
 Fearing to expose internal weaknesses and deficiencies
 Struggling to acknowledge the resources, competencies, and 

achievements of competitors

 Focusing too much on operational short-term goals instead of long-term 
strategic benefits from coopetition
 Protecting own area of responsibility and providing limited organizational 

support for coopetition
 Expressing low tolerance for uncertainty

 Hesitating to share early-stage innovation with competitors
 Fearing to leak sensitive knowledge before formal collaboration 

agreement is established 
 Bridging between exploiting own innovation and exploring joint product 

developments

 Uncertainty about future value creation and appropriation opportunities 
provided by coopetition
 Failing to align on the assumptions around value share
 Diverging perceptions about the value contributions from each side

 Failing to establish a fair and fully functioning governance structure 
 Risking to over- or under formalize joint project steering  
 Anticipating potential areas of future conflicts and determining 

mechanisms to unwind coopetition

 Dedicated group removed from competing activities
 Separated roles and targets compared to the remaining organization
 Focused on establishing strategic cooperative projects with competitors to 

create long-term benefits

 Bridging and aligning conflicting views and interests internally and 
externally
 Creating a broader, all-encompassing perspective on the risks and 

benefits of coopetition
 Removing misperceptions and facilitating the mutual acceptance of trade-

offs

 Escalating critical tensions to top management
 Viewing paradoxical tensions from broader, unbiased and distant stance 
 Synthesizing conflicting views into cohesive and mutually beneficial 

resolution based on hierarchical position

Paradoxical
inter-firm
tensions

(Expected 
pattern 1b)

Management 
principles for 
coopetition 
formation
(Expected 
pattern 3)

Descriptive codes

Coopetition Formation 
Teams

“These teams are our main interface to the competitors. They have a long-term purview and 
fulfill a very strategic role. They are able to step away from the existing, today’s business and 
look at the long-term, the strategic interest of our company. (…) A dedicated and professional 
group of people scanning, looking, managing the relationships with our competitors” (I8).

 Teams of coopetition experts oscillating within and between competing 
firms
 Acting as inter-firm brokers, bridging and connecting the conflicting 

interests of two competing organizations
 Strengthening relationships and deepening trust

Organizational 
design for 
coopetition 
formation
(Expected 
pattern 2)



 

41 
 

4.4 Results 

 

4.4.1 The rise of third-party relation teams 

The agrochemical and seed industry has faced significant headwinds. Rising costs and 

complexities in new product development, increasing regulatory scrutiny, and growing 

pressure from generic firms significantly weakened the ability of the three leading 

MNEs Alpha, Beta, and Gamma to deliver a continuous stream of innovation. 

Therefore, the three rivals started to forge strong coopetitive relationships to overcome 

the rising challenges in developing and launching new products. Rather than relying on 

top management members steering and driving the formation efforts, the three rivals 

implemented a new organizational design based on a dedicated team structure. Known 

as third-party relations teams, strategic groups of mid-level coopetition experts were 

installed in each firm to manage the day-to-day activities for the formation of new 

collaborative relationships with third parties, i.e., competitors (Figure 4): 

 
Figure 4: Exemplary organizational integration of third-party teams. 

 

“Both from the ability to execute and having enough authority to demand the 

compromises to be made, that one team manages the relationship with our competitors. 
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strength. You need to have such a much-elevated group as a truly strategic execution 

arm” (I9). 

Forging new coopetitive projects requires third-party teams to cope with paradoxical 

tensions on a daily basis. As boundary spanners, third-party managers maneuver the 

contradicting logics of simultaneous collaboration and competition within their firm 

and at the same time balance and navigate collaborative and competitive demands with 

the competitor organization (Figure 5). Third-party managers operate at the conflicting 

interface between two competing firms. They oscillate between their own organization 

and the competitor organization, representing the competitor’s interests within their 

own organization and their own organization’s interests with the competitor. 

Connecting two fiercely competing firms, they evolve as intermediaries within two 

opposite poles, assuming an in-between position at the firm level, bridging and 

connecting the conflicting goals and expectations of two competing organizations. A 

marketing director describes: “They have to ride the fence between working for the 

company they work for and having one foot in the camp of the competitor. It’s a delicate 

balance between the two companies. They have to recognize their role in terms of the 

company they work for but also understand what their competitor wants. They have to 

wear two hats at the same time” (I8). 

At the intra-firm level, third party managers orient their teams about the potential impact 

and opportunities of coopetition. They assemble and coordinate teams with subject-

matter-experts to evaluate the risks and benefits of each new coopetition project. At the 

inter-firm level, third-party managers regularly connect with designated counterparts at 

the competing firm and thereby accrue a deep understanding of the strategic direction, 

organizational culture, operational routines, and decision-making processes of the 

respective competing firm. Through repeated interactions, they continuously strengthen 

and deepen personal links, familiarity, and trust, which facilitates the perpetual 

establishment of new coopetition partnerships. A third-party alliance manager reflects: 

“We forged good working relationships with our peers from all major competitors. We 

know their people, organizational structure, the portfolio, the strategic directions, and 

all these kinds of things, better than anyone else in our company. And with this 
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background, there is a certain easiness to come to the next deal, and the next, and the 

next” (I15). 

 

 

4.4.2 Paradoxical intra-firm tensions 

Strong resistance and opposition are key barriers to third-party managers when 

initiating a new coopetition project, enabling strong performing, belonging, and 

organizing tensions to become visible among internal teams. As our respondents report, 

organizational members with a strong inward focus often struggle to understand how to 

share a product with a competitor while effectively competing and capturing full value 

from it. These risk-averse individuals can become powerful opponents of coopetition, 

spurring high levels of performing tensions. Driven by overconfidence in their firm’s 

own innovation capabilities, they downplay the need and benefit to collaborate and 

instead breed internal disbelief and mistrust toward technologies from competitors, 

diminishing the attractiveness and undermining the strategic value of coopetition: “You 

will hear internally a million of reasons not to do it. People feel uncomfortable, 

especially if its new ground. They don’t understand the whole dynamic. It’s this typical 

‘Let’s stay on our own plate’, ‘Why should we share the value with a competitor? Why 
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Figure 5: Third party managers as intermediaries within and between competing firms. 
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should we give them all the money when we own the technology?’ It’s the typical 

internal hurdle” (I4). 

Our interviewees further indicate that R&D teams can be particularly resistant to and 

mistrustful of coopetition, activating strong belonging tensions within their firm. While 

third-party managers seek to convince their R&D managers about the attractiveness of 

competitor products, they can be overly defensive and even negative toward innovation 

from rivals. They may discredit the performance of competitors’ innovation, promoting 

their own products and protecting their R&D funds to avoid a resource drain, as one 

respondent notes: “What you have immediately against you is R&D, as a matter of fact, 

they will systematically think that whatever money you are using to collaborate with 

competitors is subtracted from their budgets. People get protective of their own 

function, and therefore sometimes kill ideas just for that purpose alone” (I17). 

R&D managers can also be overly attached to their inventions and defensive to 

exchanging them with a competitor. Strong loyalty to their firm often impedes their 

willingness to open up and share their discoveries with a competitor, even if sharing 

could increase the chances of competing more effectively in the market: “Our R&D 

team thinks that they are the best in the industry, which of course makes it very difficult, 

you know, to convince them of the value of collaborating with a competitor for a product 

where they think they have their own solution in the pipeline for a little bit later in time. 

And especially our R&D colleagues seem to have a very high standard. And they are 

rather looking a bit critically on competitor products when they are offered to us” (I19). 

Accessing resources from a competitor is also associated with the fear of exposing 

weaknesses. As the legitimacy of R&D teams is built upon their scientific competences 

to create innovation in-house, relying on a rival to cover gaps in the R&D pipeline can 

reflect poorly on their ability to innovate, threatening their internal standing and 

credibility: “There is a lot of psychology involved here as well. There is pride, there is 

the ‘not invented here’. Admitting that we can’t do or can’t afford to do it all alone, in 

the pride of our innovation machine. You are admitting you’ve failed. You are admitting 

you don’t have all the cards. It is incredibly difficult for people to acknowledge that 

they are not capable themselves” (I9). 
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Finally, third-party teams face strong organizing tensions. Exchanging technologies 

with a competitor can result in long-term strategic benefits, but it can also lead to a 

short-term loss of revenue and directly reduce performance ratings and personal 

bonuses. Individuals with a near-term business focus, measured by short-term financial 

goals, tend to reject the trade of immediate profitability for strategic long-term growth. 

They may even sabotage coopetition by overstating concerns, fabricating facts, and 

escalating their anger and frustration to top management. One respondent elaborates on 

the issue of organizational misalignment within his firm: “None of our business leaders 

is rewarded for entering cooperations with competitors or making clever strategic long-

term decisions. On the contrary, they are rewarded and paid to reach short-term 

financial goals and would rather reject a collaboration if it cuts into their sales budget” 

(I20). 

The formation of coopetition can also trigger organizing tensions with internal 

functional teams. As our interviews reveal, third-party managers can struggle to obtain 

the necessary commitment and support from functional departments for formation 

activities to progress. According to our respondents, internal teams such as the legal 

department often fear repercussions from coopetition and therefore intentionally slow 

or undermine the formation process, which can drag and even block the efforts of third-

party teams: “There are people that are structurally or functionally in our organization, 

whether that's legal, or IP, or whatever it is, but sometimes these people have a lot of 

influence. They're not looking at the bigger picture but because they're looking to 

protect their own KPI, their own small area of responsibility, they start to create a lot 

of internal churn and fight such collaborations. (…) This can slow things down, it can 

break the framework, and it can really kill the entrepreneurial opportunity that you 

started the discussion with” (I28). 

 

4.4.3 Paradoxical inter-firm tensions 

Third-party managers also struggle with paradoxical tensions at the inter-firm level. As 

both firms balance their goals and expectations, learning, performing, and organizing 

tensions can obstruct the activities of third-party managers and compromise formation 
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success. According to our respondents, many organizational members suffer from 

paradoxical learning tensions and are reluctant to reveal strategic information about 

their innovation. This is particularly the case at the early R&D phases when patents are 

not yet granted and the risk of plunder is extremely high. Shared know-how could 

become immediately misappropriated and reused for another innovation project. 

Although our respondents mentioned that nondisclosure agreements can provide some 

level of protection, they may be difficult to enforce in the fuzzy context of early 

innovation. Consequently, some managers intentionally withheld important information 

at the beginning of coopetition even at the cost of jeopardizing formation success: “The 

most difficult step is always the first step. You don’t want to share too much in the 

beginning before you have certainty that it will end up in a kind of contract. You discuss 

on a very high level, and it takes a lengthy time to agree on something. Both sides are 

really cautious about making a mistake. Sometimes competitors are also just testing you 

and ask questions to find out about your strategy. You have to be very careful what you 

share” (I3). 

High risks and uncertainties over the future value creation and value appropriation 

potential of the joint project can also incite strong performing tensions between the 

firms. Given the long-term nature of coopetition projects in the agrochemical industry, 

successful collaboration outcomes often depend on multiple intertwined and difficult-

to-predict factors, spanning a high level of uncertainty and risk. A joint project might 

be cancelled midway through the development process or have its value diminished by 

the time it hits the market. As value creation and value capture remain highly uncertain 

and extremely difficult to quantify at the time of formation, each firm is keen to hedge 

its risks to reduce potential losses. One respondent explains this dilemma: “The value 

can change over time, and how can you anticipate that upfront? It’s nearly impossible 

to anticipate. Because a lot of what we are talking about is strategic, futuristic, and its 

market penetration, and future value, and so on. It’s always long-term. And that long-

term value proposition is extremely challenging to define upfront” (I22). 

Performing tensions can also arise from conflicting perceptions about the value 

contributions shared by firms. Each firm provides a specific set of resources and 
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capabilities in the collaboration, and different perceptions about the value of these 

contributions can lead to disagreements and mistrust. Some companies might feel that 

compared to their partner, they provide disproportionally more assets, knowledge, or 

experience and therefore demand to capture more value from future returns. Others may 

focus too opportunistically on their own individual advantage without considering the 

needs and benefits of their collaborating partner. One respondent elaborates on this issue 

in detail: “The very notion that you are going to collaborate has to begin with the 

concept you are giving something up. You don’t collaborate to get more than what you 

would have got on your own, but because you are going to net something you couldn’t 

have done alone. And this is a concept that is often missing when we start these 

collaborations because we think somebody is going to give us their crown jewels so we 

can become better all by ourselves. And I don’t think we necessarily intentionally start 

that way; we just have such a strong internal bias for ourselves that we don’t start with 

enough consideration of the collaborator’s needs and benefits” (I27). 

While strong governance is critical to implementation, our respondents admitted that its 

design can raise high levels of organizing tensions during the formation of coopetition. 

As firms begin to anticipate potential future conflicts, it can be increasingly difficult for 

them to design a structure that facilitates cooperation and competition at the same time. 

They may either over formalize joint decision-making processes and paralyze 

collaboration or underestimate and avoid penalties for opportunistic behavior and 

stimulate competition: “As soon as you start to drill down on how you actually make it 

happen, you will discover a lot of problems. Everybody is becoming a bit protective 

when we start writing things down on paper. How will it work? Who is getting what? 

What happens when we do not agree? You have to be very specific about that before 

you actually start doing anything together” (I29). 

Organizing tensions may also occur when third-party teams seek to determine the 

mechanisms to dissolve coopetition. Exploring the termination of coopetition before it 

has even started can cause high levels of anxiety and resentment, jeopardizing 

previously established commitment and trust. One respondent critically reflects on this 

challenge: “In the beginning you already need to think of how it will end. How you 
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divorce from each other. And that's something where I felt that it was difficult sometimes 

because it can kill a little bit the mood, because if you have a fantastic idea, you have a 

good starting point, and everything is nice and fancy. You want to focus on this. You 

don't want to think a lot about what if this goes wrong? What if that goes wrong? But I 

think it's very important to do so to have then longstanding success” (I18). 

 

4.4.4 Managing paradoxical intra-firm and inter-firm tensions 

 

4.4.4.1   The key role of third-party managers in coopetition formation between 

MNEs 

Managing the paradoxical tensions requires third-party teams to dynamically plug into 

the intertwined conflicting interests within and between their firms. As intermediaries 

between the two opposing poles, third-party teams are uniquely positioned to navigate 

conflicting tensions at both levels at the same time. By continuously oscillating between 

the inside and the outside of their firms, they are able to acknowledge, frame, and act 

on paradoxical tensions to reduce internal resistance and opposition, balance external 

conflicting demands, and break through critical tensions at both organizational levels to 

successfully maneuver their firms into coopetition. 

 

4.4.4.2   Overcoming resistance and opposition at the intra-firm level 

Providing clarity and transparency about the potential risks and benefits is an important 

step to reach a shared understanding of the strategic value of coopetition and reduce 

performing tensions. As separate teams fully dedicated to the establishment of 

coopetition, third-party teams have an unconstrained mandate to navigate their teams 

and align on conflicting goals. They gather, evaluate, and channel information to 

facilitate an unbiased organization-wide assessment of the possibilities of coopetition. 

To move beyond internal tensions, third-party managers openly acknowledge the 

contradiction in coopetition and encourage their teams to recognize the synergistic 

linkages that cooperation and competition can provide. A third-party manager 

elaborates: “We [third-party managers] guide our teams to align at the strategic level 
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instead of looking too tactically, understanding that win-win requires give on both 

sides. Neither party can be forced into it, that’s like salt in the wound. There has to be 

the sense that both of firms have the need to win and that what is being created has a 

neat balance and structure that doesn’t need to be second guessed every day” (I11). 

Third-party managers also lower performing tensions by priming appreciation for 

coopetition as a standard business practice in the industry to create better, more robust, 

and higher-performing products. By positioning coopetition not as a sign of weakness 

but as a strategic approach to gain better strength and become more competitive, third-

party managers show the necessity of coopetition. At the same time, they create 

excitement about working with competitors by encouraging their teams to proactively 

search and elaborate on collaboration opportunities within their own areas of 

responsibility: “We involve the R&D people from the first steps onwards and make it 

their project. We assure them that we treat a co-developed product as if it came out of 

their stable, which is an important thing because otherwise you work against half of the 

organization. And then, you have also access to many more allies in the organization. 

They will even come up with own ideas and advice with whom to collaborate and for 

what” (I31). 

Third-party managers also provide time and space for organizational members to 

connect and exchange their views on how to balance opposing positions, distill 

learnings from past coopetition successes, and jointly design measures to integrate 

current conflicts between their firms. To that extent, third-party managers enable their 

teams to assume the perspective of the competitor, creating visibility for paradoxical 

tensions on either side. Such transparency fosters the consideration that there must be a 

give and take throughout the formation journey. By helping their colleagues to see the 

two sides of the coin, third-party managers create a broader, all-encompassing 

perspective that removes misperceptions and instead facilitates the acceptance of trade-

offs: “Being able to build the bridges within the company is a very important skill. And 

part of this skill is to span uncertainty. Many of these collaborations are bold enough 

to be significant, but they are also naturally uncomfortable. The third-party teams can 

shepherd such frameworks, bridge, and span the vision within the organization. Almost 
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certainly, someone in our organization is going to be compromised or have a cost or 

lose power by working with a competitor. Someone is going to pay a price. That needs 

quite a lot of skill and ambassadorship” (I9). 

To that extent, third-party managers openly acknowledge the risks of coopetition. This 

helps build internal credibility, confidence, and trust in the capabilities of the third-party 

teams to establish financially and strategically balanced and mutually beneficial 

coopetitive relationships. A third-party manager explains the importance of creating 

internal trust: “I have been very transparent with our organization. I did not, of course, 

negate the fact that cannibalism would come. I would try to make sure I make 

transparent (…) the positive aspects, the positive NPV for the entire organization. If 

you are transparent and if they know you, this is important as well, then I think you 

have a great buy and a lot of trust” (I19). 

 

4.4.4.3   Balancing opposing interests and demands at the inter-firm level 

When engaging with competitors, third-party managers orchestrate information 

exchanges and decide when and what to share and to protect. Based on their experience, 

they have developed the ability to instinctively know when to share and when to protect 

important information. They act as intermediaries and brokers, taking control of 

knowledge flows within and between their organizations. By channeling and 

disseminating critical information, CFTs act as a human firewall within and between 

competing firms to reduce paradoxical tensions: “If you tell a scientist to collaborate 

with a competitor they will either protect and not share anything, or they go overboard 

and share way more than you would ever imagine. They feel like they are in a research 

forum where they share their research just like they did in university. We accompany 

them and also set the expectations and boundaries of information exchanges very 

clearly upfront” (I1). 

A major source of paradoxical tensions is linked to different perceptions of the value 

contributions of each collaborator. Each firm provides a specific set of resources and 

capabilities in the collaboration, and different perceptions about the value of these 

contributions can lead to disagreements and mistrust. Therefore, third-party managers 
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encourage their colleagues to reflect on their own firm’s goals without ignoring the 

interest of the competitor, fostering the consideration that there must be a give and take 

throughout the formation journey. By doing so, they provide a clear pathway for a 

collaboration framework that advances the position of both firms without jeopardizing 

their competitiveness. A third-party manager explains: “Whoever the party is who has 

the stronger position believes that their position is so much more valuable than it is. 

Everybody feels they have leverage, and that ends up not being able to progress. 

Therefore, we look at and balance the values on each side so that in the end they feel 

fairly and equally distributed” (I10). 

Managing the uncertainty about the future value creation of a jointly developed product 

is among the most difficult challenges for third-party teams. To reduce the associated 

tensions, third-party managers acknowledge that uncertainty in coopetition cannot be 

avoided but instead must be proactively approached and managed collectively: “You 

have to keep the communication open and monitor the progress and track what is 

working and what is not (…)  We like to put a clause in the agreement that gives both 

sides flexibility to re-discuss and make changes to certain terms along the way. The 

worst you can do is just do the deal, throw it on the shelves, and everybody goes back 

to doing what they did before” (I33). 

Finally, third-party managers reduce paradoxical tensions by establishing personal links 

between key organizational members of their firms. As relationship brokers, third-party 

managers guide and facilitate interactions between competing firms across all 

management levels. Constructing social ties while maintaining distance enables 

managers from each firm to engage and ‘test the waters’ without feeling compelled to 

choose one side over the other, as one respondent explains: “A lot depends on 

personality. It is person to person, no doubt. The fact that we need to have dinners 

together and have some recognition ceremonies for a collaboration well done. It’s 

people that can bring in some of their personal into what is actually a very cold and 

impersonal discussion” (I19). 
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4.4.4.4   Breaking through prohibitive paradoxical tensions at intra-firm and inter-

firm levels 

Despite their efforts to integrate simultaneous competitive and collaborative dynamics, 

third-party managers can struggle to fully align the opposing interests and objectives 

within and between their organizations. As internal misalignment lingers and both firms 

are unwilling to compromise on their positions, third-party managers can become 

increasingly stretched between internal and external demands. Conflicts that were 

presumably addressed can surge again and disrupt the accomplished momentum. In this 

situation, it is almost impossible for third-party teams to balance and reduce tensions. 

Resolving tensions at the internal organizational level can create new tensions at the 

external firm level and vice versa, which can turn into a vicious cycle that exacerbates 

and eventually breaks the formation process.  

If such impasses emerge, third-party managers alone may not be able to resolve these 

critical paradoxical tensions. To realign conflicting interests internally and externally, 

third-party managers therefore enact reconciliation by top management. Reconciliation 

is applied when third-party teams are unable to conciliate conflicts through the ongoing 

gauging of their alignment efforts. In such cases, competent and experienced top 

management members from both firms must intervene and reconcile opposing views by 

incorporating a broader strategic outlook toward the overall objectives and benefits of 

coopetition. As a somewhat distant yet knowledgeable and involved group, they are 

able to look at the paradoxical tensions from broader perspectives and synthesize 

seemingly conflicting alternatives into a single cohesive and mutually beneficial 

resolution: ”Ultimately, you have to put it on the top management level. To take away 

tension and to help overcome the situation. Someone from top management with the 

ability to step away from the content: someone that takes it to the meta-level. You need 

that disruptive element to bring both sides together” (I4). 

The ability of top management to reconcile critical tensions is based upon two 

intertwined factors. First, top management is distant from the day-to-day tensions in 

which CFTs are embroiled. This stance allows top management to see situational 

contradictions from more neutral and unbiased viewpoints compared to third-party 
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managers, allowing them to find more creative and sustainable solutions to persistent 

conflicts: “When we got senior management involved, they made significant efforts to 

construct the collaboration in a way that didn't create significant advantages for one 

company or the other (…) which I thought that was a very unbiased way of thinking on 

both sides” (I25). 

Second, top management with its hierarchical authority is able to influence decision 

makers on both sides. At the intra-firm level, top management can overcome opposition 

by enforcing the acceptance of trade-offs in a top-down approach. At the inter-firm 

level, top management members relate among equals which can serve as a conduit to 

reach consensus and settle on common ground: “I think really good CEOs make sure 

they stay far enough away, but they're close enough to facilitate and arbitrate. (…) They 

play important roles in setting the tones and expectations and creating the space for 

collaborations to happen because they give a mandate to go ahead and make these 

things happen” (I27). 

Our respondents note that third-party managers and top management need to work 

together in a collective effort such that reconciliation can serve as a final enabler for 

third-party teams to initiate coopetition. Therefore, reconciliation must be enacted at the 

right time to be effective and avoid new conflicts. Involving top management too early 

can call into question the credibility and authority of third-party managers. Enacting 

reconciliation too late, on the other hand, can erode the possibility of conciliating 

enduring tensions. A third-party manager explains: “Our senior management is on 

board (…)  from the very beginning. We have decision making delegated down, which 

gives me [third-party manager] confidence in my actions. However, senior management 

needs to be involved all the way along, accompany my steps from the beginning without 

stepping in all the time, but enable and empower me. But when I hit a roadblock, they 

have to step in and take action in a top-down approach” (I13). 

We find that reconciliation by top management is particularly critical at the beginning 

and end of the formation stage. In the beginning, top management must strengthen the 

legitimacy of third-party teams to proactively seek coopetition opportunities, mobilize 

internal resources to explore the risks and benefits, and push their organization to 
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exploit the potential of new coopetitive partnerships. At the end of the formation phase, 

however, when critical internal and external paradoxical tensions manifest and lasting 

resolutions are needed, top management must interfere again to reconcile and finally 

push their firms into coopetition.  

 

4.5 Discussion 

Past research largely omitted the early phase of coopetition and focused instead on the 

later stages when coopetitive risks are lower and the relationship is more established 

(Le Roy et al., 2021; Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2018). As a result, empirical insights into 

the formation of coopetition are scarce (Efrat et al., 2022). Therefore, in this study, we 

investigate the formation of new coopetitive MNE relationships and the management 

of associated paradoxical tensions. Using an FPMA approach (Bouncken, Qiu, & 

García, 2021; Sinkovics, 2018), we formulated three expected patterns derived from 

paradox theory and the coopetition literature. Based on our results, we now compare 

the expected patterns and observed patterns and discuss the implications for theory and 

practice.  

 

4.5.1 Paradoxical intra-firm and inter-firm tensions in coopetition formation 

While we expected all four known paradoxical tensions to manifest at the intra-firm 

level in the formation of coopetition, we observed the presence of performing, 

organizing, and belonging tensions. Performing tensions were rooted in short-termism, 

risk aversion, and the overly competitive thinking of individual organizational members 

struggling to imagine how they could achieve their goals while supporting a rival in 

outdoing their own firm (Lundgren-Henriksson & Kock, 2016a, 2016b). Managers who 

intentionally blocked or even sabotaged the formation of coopetition sparked strong 

organizing tensions when coopetition collided with their individual goals or 

professional objectives (Tidström & Rajala, 2016). Belonging tensions occurred from 

the fear of individual managers of losing internal relevance, prestige, power, or 

influence due to coopetition (Chiambaretto et al., 2019; Lundgren-Henriksson & 

Tidström, 2021). These results lead to the following observed pattern:  
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Observed pattern 1a: In coopetition formation between MNEs, paradoxical 

performing, organizing, and belonging tensions are triggered at the intra-firm level by 

short-termism, risk aversion, dominant competitive thinking, lack of internal goal 

alignment, and the fear of losing internal prestige, power, or relevance due to 

coopetition.  

We also anticipated four paradoxical tensions at the inter-firm level and observed the 

presence of learning, performing, and organizing tensions. Learning tensions sparked 

from the fear of exchanging sensitive information in the early innovation phase. These 

results point to the need for a mix of both formal and informal knowledge protection 

mechanisms at the early stage of coopetition to encourage knowledge transfers (Estrada 

et al., 2016; Gast et al., 2019). Performing tensions arose from the uncertainty about 

value creation and appropriation, misperception of individual contributions, and the fear 

of future opportunistic behaviors between the firms. The occurrence of these tensions 

underlines the importance of procedural practices through contracts to provide 

guardrails that accommodate the risks and uncertainties in the early phase of coopetition 

(Tidström et al., 2018). Organizing tensions surged as firms decided how to coordinate 

and govern their interactions, emphasizing governance as a source of tension at the early 

phase of coopetition (Rai & Surana, 2022; Tidström et al., 2018). These findings lead 

to the following observed pattern: 

Observed pattern 1b: In coopetition formation between MNEs, paradoxical learning, 

performing, and organizing tensions are triggered at the inter-firm level by concerns 

over unprotected knowledge exchange, uncertainties about value creation and 

appropriation, misperception about the magnitude of the partners’ contributions, fear 

for future opportunistic behaviors, and the design of the governance model.  

 

4.5.2 Coopetition Formation Teams: A new organizational design to manage 

coopetition formation 

Our findings confirm that paradoxical intra-firm and inter-firm tensions surge 

simultaneously and must therefore be addressed collectively to prevent them from 

exacerbating and jeopardizing formation success. We find dedicated teams of 
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coopetition experts oscillating between the inside and the outside of their firms as prime 

actors in managing such tensions. Their role as inter-firm brokers can be considered a 

fundamentally new managerial position in MNEs for the multi-level management of 

coopetition (Dorn & Albers, 2018; Raza-Ullah et al., 2014). Due to their specific focus 

on the formation of coopetitive relationships, we refer to them as Coopetition Formation 

Teams (CFTs). These findings lead to the following observed pattern: 

Observed pattern 2: Coopetition Formation Teams (CFTs) are boundary-spanning 

teams of coopetition experts, simultaneously managing paradoxical tensions at the 

intra-firm and inter-firm levels by oscillating within and between the engaging firms.  

4.5.3 Three management principles for MNE coopetition formation 

 

4.5.3.1   The separation principle 

Prior research identifies separation as a key tactic to manage paradoxical tension 

(Chiambaretto et al., 2019; Fernandez & Chiambaretto, 2016). We find that in 

coopetition formation, separation occurs at the internal organizational level in both 

firms. CFTs are separate teams removed from competitive activities (e.g., sales) and 

exclusively dedicated to collaborative pursuits. Separation between collaborating 

(CFTs) and competing activities (remaining organization) avoids role ambiguity and 

cognitive distress. CFTs are faced with strong internal tensions that can lead to personal 

animosities and even hatred against them. Without separation, CFT managers would 

not be able to efficiently perform their roles and be constantly torn between 

collaborative and competitive thinking and acting, leading to ineffective interactions 

both within and between the organizations. Internal separation is therefore critical to 

effectively coordinate coopetition formation between competing firms. These findings 

lead to the following observed pattern: 

Observed pattern 3a: Internal organizational separation is necessary for CFTs to 

avoid internal role conflicts and ensure effective coordination of coopetition formation 

at the intra- and inter-firm levels.  
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4.5.3.2   The integration principle 

The key point in coopetition formation is the need for simultaneous integration of 

paradoxical tensions at two different but inextricably linked levels: the intra-firm and 

the inter-firm levels. As boundary-spanners, CFT managers can seamlessly shift 

between both levels and thereby perceive, balance, and integrate paradoxical tensions 

on either side. They keep the opposing forces of cooperation and competition in check, 

ensuring that cooperative and competitive behaviors internally and externally are 

neither too low nor too high (Raza-Ullah, 2020). CFTs possess strong coopetition 

capabilities and a highly developed coopetition mindset which is necessary to build trust 

internally and externally (Bengtsson et al., 2016; Gnyawali et al., 2016; Raza-Ullah, 

2020). At the intra-firm level, they align their teams on the risks and benefits of 

coopetition, diminish negative perceptions, and build the necessary capabilities and 

structures to deal with the uncertainties of coopetition. At the inter-firm level, they act 

as intermediaries and brokers to coordinate knowledge flows, establish practices to 

manage risks, and foster the acceptance of trade-offs. These findings lead to the 

following observed pattern: 

Observed pattern 3b: Individual integration is necessary for CFTs to manage 

paradoxical tensions at the intra- and inter-firm levels. Internally, CFTs align on the 

risks and benefits, diminish negative perceptions, and build the necessary capabilities 

and structures to deal with the uncertainties of coopetition. Externally, CFTs 

coordinate knowledge flows, establish practices to manage risks, and foster the 

acceptance of trade-offs.  

 

4.5.3.3   The reconciliation principle 

Although CFT managers navigate paradoxical tensions, they can lack the clout to push 

for a final resolution. Therefore, top management may need to interfere by reconciling 

critical tensions at intra- and inter-firm levels. Different from CFTs that are deeply 

entrenched in paradoxical tensions, top management has a more detached perspective 

and can thus sense conflict resolutions that may be more difficult for CFTs to see 

(Pradies et al., 2021; Smith & Lewis, 2011). Top management operates at a more 



 

58 
 

holistic level and is able to view tensions in a broader light, allowing them to foster 

new, more creative responses to persistent contradictions beyond the capabilities of 

CFTs (Bengtsson et al., 2020). Therefore, top management members can provide 

broader justifications for seemingly conflicting arrangements with competitors and 

relieve individual organizational members from the cognitive pressure of constantly 

reconciling opposing interests. Based on their hierarchical position, top management 

members are entitled to mobilize resolutions that CFTs may not be easily able to access 

or leverage alone. This stance enables them to build and enforce necessary compromises 

so that a final conflict resolution can be reached. These findings lead to the following 

observed pattern: 

Observed pattern 3c: Reconciliation by top management is necessary for CFTs to 

break through critical paradoxical tensions at the intra- and inter-firm levels and 

successfully initiate coopetition. Reconciliation is based on top management’s ability 

to foster new, more creative responses to persistent contradictions based on their 

distant stance and hierarchical position.  

We summarize the key characteristics of the three management principles for 

coopetition formation and their application in Tables 3 and 4 as well as in Figures 6 and 

7, respectively. 

 

Table 3: Expected patterns vs. observed patterns of MNE coopetition formation. 

No.  Expected pattern No. Observed pattern 

1a 

 

High levels of organizing, 
belonging, learning, and 
performing tensions at the 
intra-firm level. 

1a 

High levels of performing, 
organizing, and belonging tensions 
are triggered at the intra-firm level by 
short-termism, risk aversion, 
dominant competitive thinking, lack 
of internal goal alignment, and the 
fear of losing internal prestige, 
power, or relevance due to 
coopetition. 

1b 

 

High levels of organizing, 
belonging, learning, and 
performing tensions at the 
inter-firm level. 

1b 

High levels of learning, performing, 
and organizing tensions are triggered 
at the inter-firm level by concerns 
over unprotected knowledge 
exchange, uncertainties about value 
creation and appropriation, 
misperception about the magnitude 
of the partners’ contributions, fear for 
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future opportunistic behaviors, and 
the design of the governance model. 

2 

 

A specific organizational 
design is necessary to manage 
paradoxical tensions at both 
firm levels. 

2 

Coopetition Formation Teams 
(CFTs) are boundary-spanning teams 
of coopetition experts, 
simultaneously managing 
paradoxical tensions at the intra-firm 
and inter-firm levels by oscillating 
within and between the engaging 
firms. 

3 

 

Specific management 
principles are necessary to 
manage paradoxical tensions 
at both firm levels. 

3a 

Internal organizational separation is 
necessary for CFTs to avoid internal 
role conflicts and ensure effective 
coordination of coopetition 
formation at the intra- and inter-firm 
levels. 

 

3b 

Individual integration is necessary 
for CFTs to manage paradoxical 
tensions at the intra- and inter-firm 
levels. Internally, CFTs align their 
teams on the risks and benefits, 
diminish negative perceptions, and 
build the necessary capabilities and 
structures to deal with the 
uncertainties of coopetition. 
Externally, CFTs coordinate 
knowledge flows, establish practices 
to manage risks, and foster the 
acceptance of trade-offs. 

 

3c 

Reconciliation by top management is 
necessary for CFTs to break through 
critical paradoxical tensions at the 
intra- and inter-firm levels and 
successfully initiate coopetition. 
Reconciliation is based on top 
management’s ability to foster new, 
more creative responses to persistent 
contradictions based on their distant 
stance and hierarchical position. 

 

Table 4: Management principles in MNE coopetition formation. 

Principle Separation Integration Reconciliation 

Design • Internal organizational 
separation • Individual integration • Reconciliation by 

top management 

Management 
approach 

• Dedicated teams removed 
from competing activities 

• Cognitive and behavioral 
efforts to integrate paradox 

• Supporting actors to 
resolve critical 
paradoxical tensions  

Managerial 
procedures 

• Separated roles 
• Focused on collaboration   
 

• Rendering tensions visible 
• Fostering the acceptance of 

trade-offs 
 

• Fostering new 
cognitive frames to 
manage conflicts 

• Escalation - top-
down 

Benefits 
• Orchestrating and 

coordinating internally and 
externally 

• Perceiving, evaluating, and 
integrating paradoxical 

• Distant stance to 
paradoxical tensions  

• Hierarchical position  
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 tensions internally and 
externally 

Risks 

• Internal conflicts with other 
departments 

• Separation insufficient to 
manage and complete 
formation  

• Difficult to integrate 
• Previous conflicts remain 
• New conflicts arise 

• Loss of credibility 
and authority of 
CFTs 

• Formation failure 

 

 

Figure 6: Application of management principles in MNE coopetition formation. 
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Figure 7: Paradoxical tensions, organizational design, and management principles in MNE coopetition formation. 
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4.5.4 Theoretical contributions  

Our study makes three main contributions. First, we contribute to research on 

paradoxical tensions by offering empirical insights into the sources and types of 

tensions manifesting at internal and external levels in the early and most vulnerable 

stage of coopetition (Tidström, 2014; Tidström & Rajala, 2016). Second, we contribute 

to research on organizational designs for coopetition (Fernandez et al., 2018; Le Roy et 

al., 2021). As paradoxical tensions simultaneously unfold internally and externally in 

coopetition formation, a dynamic structure is necessary to prevent them tensions from 

reinforcing and exacerbating each other. We find boundary-spanning Coopetition 

Formation Teams moving within and between coopeting firms to mitigate paradoxical 

tensions and foster alignment between the two sides. This design can be considered a 

fundamentally new approach for the multi-level management of coopetition (Dorn & 

Albers, 2018; Raza-Ullah et al., 2014). We further add to this stream by pointing out 

the key roles and capabilities of CFT managers as orchestrators, catalysts and driving 

forces behind the initiation of coopetition (Bengtsson et al., 2016). Third, we contribute 

to the ongoing debate about coopetition management principles (Le Roy & Fernandez, 

2015; Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2018). We add reconciliation by top management as a 

new principle to the literature, emphasizing the need for interference by top managers 

as supporting actors to reconcile critical conflicts internally and externally to fully enter 

coopetition (Pradies et al., 2021).  

 

4.5.5 Managerial implications 

MNE managers must be aware of strong tensions both within and between firms when 

initiating coopetition. Managing these tensions calls for a dedicated organizational 

design in the shape of Coopetition Formation Teams. These teams must remain separate 

internally to avoid conflicts between cooperation- and competition-focused activities 

and possess specific cognitive capabilities that differ from classical managerial skills. 

MNEs should therefore recruit, manage, and retain them and integrate skill 

development into hiring, training, and promotion processes. Finally, top management 
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must continuously accompany CFTs and be prepared to intervene and reconcile critical 

tensions within and between the firms.  

  

4.5.6 Limitations and future research directions 

Inevitably, our study has limitations. First, our findings are based on an exploratory case 

study of three large MNEs in a highly innovation-driven, competitive, and consolidated 

industry in which competitors are increasingly forced to collaborate. Although this 

setting is appealing, it limits the generalization of our results. MNEs in less competitive 

and innovative sectors may adopt different organizational designs and/or different 

management principles. Future multicase research could analyze how diverse settings 

and contextual factors influence organizational designs and associated management 

principles. Furthermore, we explored coopetition formation between competing MNEs 

of similar sizes and structures. The results might be different for small firms. When 

smaller firms seek to coopete either with equally- or differently-sized competitors, 

CFTs may not be the universally preferred or feasible organizational design. For 

instance, small business owners often initiate coopetition on their own (Galloway et al., 

2019; Granata et al., 2018). CFTs are complex and expensive structures that may be 

unprofitable for smaller firms. Therefore, our study provides new opportunities for 

research on coopetition formation between firms of different sizes. Finally, we did not 

delve into the efforts to establish CFTs. As cross-functional teams, their interplay with 

internal interfaces must be constantly reinforced. Future research should investigate 

how CFTs gain organizational support and how they are developed and supervised. 

Overall, we believe that the management of coopetition formation represents a 

promising area for future research, and we encourage scholars to investigate the 

challenges of this important phase of coopetition in greater detail.   
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4.6 Appendix 1: Interview guide 

 
Introduction • Presentation of the scope and objective of the research project  

• Presentation of the interview partner (current role, years of coopetition 
experience, number of coopetition projects actively involved, role in coopetition 
projects) 

Background • Why does your firm collaborate with competitors? 
• Who in your firm initiates collaborations with a competitor? 

Management of intra-firm 

and inter-firm conflicts  
• Have you experienced internal (external) difficulties or conflicts when your firm 

initiated a collaboration with a competitor? 
• How did these conflicts emerge and how did your firm handle them? 
• Were there specific individuals involved in handling them? 
• How would you describe their skills and capabilities? 

 • How would you describe the attitude and opinions in the organization during the 
initiation of collaborations with competitors? 

• How would you describe the attitude and opinions of your competitor during the 
establishment of the collaboration? 

Conclusion  • Is there anything you would like to add? 
• Could you recommend others who would be interested in participating in this 

study? 
• Acknowledgment and greetings 
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Abstract 

This article explores how entrepreneurial small- and mid-sized enterprises (SMEs) 

manage coopetition with large firms. While coopetition offers unique opportunities for 

innovation and growth, asymmetries between SMEs and large firms can provoke 

unilateral actions, opportunistic tactics, and knowledge theft which can undermine 

SMEs’ innovation power and jeopardise coopetition success. Based on a qualitative 

multiple-case study of 25 coopetitive niche innovation projects, each involving an SME 

and a larger firm, we find that SMEs manage these risks by pursuing a synergistic mix 

of three distinct coopetition strategies: (1) Co-distribution, (2) Technology licensing, 

and (3) R&D co-development. In each strategy, SMEs navigate different coopetition 

intensities by dynamically combining the principles of separation, integration, and co-

ownership to achieve specific innovation outcomes. Our findings suggest that SMEs 

shift between cooperation- and competition-dominant strategies and employ a mix of 

management principles to offset asymmetrical risks and maximise their benefits from 

coopetition with large firms.  
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5.1 Introduction 

Although small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are important enablers of 

technological innovation and economic growth, they often lack the resources, market 

presence, and expertise to sustain and grow on their own (Colombo et al., 2010; 

Gimenez-Fernandez et al., 2020). Therefore, in fast-paced knowledge-intense sectors 

with short product cycles and high levels of uncertainty, SMEs increasingly collaborate 

with larger, more established, and powerful competitors (Bengtsson & Johansson, 2014; 

Hora et al., 2018). In these environments, SMEs can benefit from their larger rivals’ 

resources, capabilities and experiences to strengthen their competitiveness and 

performance (Chiambaretto et al., 2020). Large firms, for their part, can take advantage 

of the flexibility and agility of their smaller opponents (Klammer et al., 2023). Such 

relationships involving simultaneous cooperative and competitive elements are known 

as coopetition (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000; Gernsheimer et al., 2021).  

Coopetition with larger firms offers SMEs unique opportunities for innovation and 

growth, but also exposes them to high levels of risk and uncertainty (Gnyawali & Park, 

2009; Morris et al., 2007). Power and knowledge asymmetries between SMEs and large 

firms provoke unilateral actions, opportunistic tactics, and knowledge theft, which can 

undermine SMEs’ innovation performance and compromise coopetition success 

(Näsholm et al., 2018). Large firms may easily copy, imitate, or re-engineer key 

technologies from SMEs, misappropriate their knowledge and expertise, and exploit 

their innovative capabilities to capture individual advantage (Bengtsson & Johansson, 

2014; Lechner et al., 2016). SMEs are younger, smaller, and less experienced than large 

established corporates and are therefore particularly vulnerable to such risks 

(Chiambaretto et al., 2020; Näsholm et al., 2018). Their size and newness may prevent 

SMEs from recovering from knowledge theft and imitation (Baum et al., 2000; Lee et 

al., 2012). For these reasons, SMEs must identify approaches to managing coopetition 

with larger companies and reaping its benefits while avoiding its potentially damaging 

consequences (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016). 

Scholars have recently begun investigating how firms can manage coopetition, 

identifying three core management principles: organizational separation of cooperating 
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and competing activities (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000; Dowling et al., 1996), individual 

integration of these activities (Chen, 2008; Gnyawali & Park, 2011; Oshri & Weeber, 

2006), and co-management of joint activities (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). However, 

these contributions focus exclusively on coopetition between large similarly-sized firms 

and neglect the specific asymmetrical risks in coopetition between smaller, less 

experienced and larger, more powerful companies (Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2018; 

Seran et al., 2016). Indeed, only a few studies are dedicated to this unique type of 

coopetitive relationship (Hora et al., 2018; Klammer et al., 2023), and none of them 

explains how smaller firms can navigate the specific asymmetrical risks such 

engagements entail. Insights into different strategies and management approaches 

would allow SMEs to better protect their competitive advantage, avoid unilateral 

knowledge theft, and promote more balanced innovation outcomes (Le Roy & Czakon, 

2016).   

The management of coopetition has primarily been studied in mainstream markets 

(Fernandez et al., 2018; Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). However, the question of how 

SMEs manage coopetition with large firms is unexplored both in mainstream and niche 

markets. SMEs often operate in niche markets to create specialized innovation for a 

limited number of customers with particular needs (Dalgic & Leeuw, 1994; Toften & 

Hammervoll, 2013). Niche markets may initially be small and narrow but can scale fast 

and become highly profitable (Dalgic & Leeuw, 2013). Coopetition between SMEs and 

large firms in such markets may therefore be particularly beneficial to create innovation, 

and the context of niche markets thus particularly relevant to investigate how such 

relationships can be managed. We therefore ask the following research questions: “How 

do SMEs manage coopetition for innovation with larger firms in a niche market? Which 

strategies and which management principles do SMEs apply”? 

We address these questions through an exploratory qualitative approach employing a 

multiple-case study design in an innovation niche of the agrochemical industry. In this 

niche, pioneering SMEs collaborate with large, established pesticide companies to 

develop and market healthier, chemical-free, and environmentally friendly plant 

protection products known as biologicals. By analysing their coopetitive innovation 
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projects, each involving an SME and a larger firm, we find that SMEs pursue a 

synergistic mix of three distinct strategies to manage coopetition: (1) Co-distribution, 

(2) Technology licensing, and (3) R&D co-development. In each strategy, SMEs 

navigate different coopetition intensities by dynamically combining the principles of 

separation, integration, and co-ownership to achieve specific innovation outcomes. 

Our study makes four main contributions. First, we contribute to the literature on 

coopetition strategies for SMEs (Granata et al., 2016; Granata et al., 2018; Kraus et al., 

2019). Different from existing results in the small-business coopetition literature, we 

find that SME coopetition strategies are not necessarily cooperation-dominant (Gast, 

Kallmünzer et al., 2019; Kraus et al., 2019). In coopetition with large firms, SMEs shift 

among three strategies with different coopetition intensities, ranging between 

cooperation- and competition-dominant approaches. Second, we contribute to the 

debate about principles of coopetition management (Fernandez et al., 2018; Le Roy et 

al., 2021). While SMEs rely on the known principles of separation and integration (Le 

Roy & Fernandez, 2015), they additionally enact co-ownership to joint inventions as a 

third and new principle to manage the risk of asymmetrical knowledge theft on the part 

of larger firms. Co-ownership to joint inventions ensures SMEs’ freedom to operate and 

facilitates open knowledge exchange with large firms toward the creation of 

breakthrough innovation (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). Third, we contribute to the 

literature on coopetition for innovation by showing how varying coopetition intensities 

and risk levels require different combinations of management principles to generate 

new products at varying levels of costs and innovativeness (Fernandez et al., 2018; Le 

Roy et al., 2021). Finally, we add to the literature on strategic niche management by 

highlighting coopetition as a powerful strategic approach for SMEs to accelerate 

innovation in a niche market (Kemp et al., 1998; Schot & Geels, 2008). 
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5.2   Theoretical background 
 

5.2.1 SME coopetition strategies for innovation 

Coopetition, the simultaneous pursuit of collaboration and competition, has recently 

taken shape as a critical business practice for entrepreneurial SMEs (Bengtsson & Kock, 

2000; Crick, 2018; McGrath et al., 2019). Pooling and combining technologies, 

expertise, and knowledge with competitors helps SMEs overcome resource limitations 

that their small size and newness entail (Freeman et al., 1983; Stinchcombe, 1965). In 

coopetition, SMEs can exchange important assets and equipment (Kraus et al., 2019), 

share know-how and advice (Galloway et al., 2019), mitigate financial risk and 

uncertainties, and defend their position against more powerful competitors (Garri, 

2020). As SMEs are more vulnerable due to their size and market position, coopetition 

can protect them from adverse environmental impacts and help secure their long-term 

survival in the market (Akdoğan & Cingšz, 2012; Blackburn, 2007).   

SMEs often pursue coopetition openly and with an intrinsically positive attitude to 

collaborate (McGrath et al., 2019). They team-up with other like-minded smaller firms 

in joint communication, marketing, supply chain, or production activities to create and 

leverage shared benefits (Lindström & Polsa, 2016). For instance, craft breweries 

exchange their recipes and know-how to mutually improve their performance (Kraus et 

al., 2019). Wineries often join forces in collective structures, establishing common 

brands and setting new standards to promote and defend their cluster (Granata et al., 

2018). Charities connect to borrow equipment, share staff, and engage in joint 

fundraising efforts (Crick & Crick, 2020). Even in the informal economy, small painting 

businesses embrace coopetition as a naturalized practice to jointly navigate adverse 

business events (Darbi & Knott, 2023). Coopetition between SMEs is thus typically 

friendly and driven to achieve common goals based on mutual assistance, sympathy, 

and trust (Gast, Gundolf et al., 2019; Kraus et al., 2019). As a result, SME coopetition 

strategies are often formally labelled as cooperation-dominant (Gast, Kallmünzer et al., 

2019; Kraus et al., 2019). 
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Innovation is a key outcome of coopetition strategies among SMEs (Bouncken & 

Fredrich, 2016; Ferreira et al., 2020). Sharing, integrating, and recombining innovative 

technologies and technical know-how with smaller competitors enables SMEs to create 

different types of innovation, including incrementally and radically innovative products 

(Ritala & Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2013; Ritala & Sainio, 2014). In this regard, 

combining SME technologies may lead to incremental innovation with only minor 

improvements but could also result in more advanced radical innovation (Vanyushyn et 

al., 2018). This is particularly the case when SMEs decide to connect their resources 

and capabilities in the later, more advanced, and less risky stages of a new venture 

(Bouncken et al., 2018). 

 

5.2.2 Managing SME coopetition strategies for innovation 

Sharing and integrating complementary resources with other small competitors can 

unleash unparalleled knowledge and learning opportunities (Bouncken & Fredrich, 

2016; Ritala & Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2013); however, it can also invite opportunistic 

tactics, learning races, and knowledge theft that undermine innovation power and 

compromise coopetition success (Bengtsson et al., 2016; Dagnino & Minà, 2018). 

Consequently, while younger, less experienced and under-resourced firms may 

particularly benefit from coopetition, their smaller size and weaker structure also make 

them extremely vulnerable to its risks (Gnyawali & Park, 2009; Morris et al., 2007).  

Approaches to managing the risks of coopetition have been at the forefront of scholarly 

attention (Fernandez et al., 2014; Tidström, 2014). However, only a few studies explore 

how SMEs can mitigate these risks to succeed in coopetition (Bouncken et al., 2015). 

Formal practices including contracts, procedures, and good governance were found 

effective tools to manage opportunistic behaviours between small firms in coopetition 

(Mariani, 2007). When linked with informal practices such as goal setting, transparent 

communication, and continuous dialogue, formal practices reveal their full potential 

and allow the proactive mitigation of unilateral knowledge theft and plunder (Tidström 

et al., 2018). For instance, a formalised organisational structure can help micro-firms 

jointly defend common interests while protecting their individual competitive 
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advantage (Dana et al., 2013; Granata et al., 2018). Being active and committed, within 

a particular geographical distance, and having the willingness to share personal 

resources are known as effective tactics to mitigate tensions in coopetition between 

innovative small- business networks (Lindström & Polsa, 2016). Thus, SMEs typically 

choose trusted network partners to avoid conflicts, facilitate open communication, and 

foster pragmatic problem resolution (Garri, 2020).  

Recently, a small set of studies primarily focused on large firms has extended these 

findings to explore three management principles that lower the risks in coopetition: the 

separation principle (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011), the integration principle 

(Chen, 2008; Oliver, 2004), and the combination of these through the co-management 

principle (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). These principles were found effective in 

managing the risks of innovative coopetition projects between large similarly-sized 

firms (Fernandez & Chiambaretto, 2016; Fernandez et al., 2018; Pellegrin-Boucher et 

al., 2018; Seran et al., 2016).  

The separation principle (Lewis, 2000; Smith & Lewis, 2011) recommends a 

functional, temporal, or spatial separation of collaborative and competitive activities 

(Bengtsson & Kock, 2000). This management approach entails the division of 

cooperation- and competition-related tasks (Luo et al., 2006). For instance, companies 

cooperate in upstream activities, such as new product development, and compete in 

downstream activities, such as sales and marketing (Kylänen & Rusko, 2011). 

Separation helps managers avoid conflicts by focusing on either collaborative or 

competitive activities, but such emphasis can also create new risks and tensions and is 

therefore not sufficient to manage the complexities of coopetition (Bengtsson & Kock, 

2000; Fernandez et al., 2014).  

According to the integration principle, managers must synthesize collaborative and 

competitive actions at the individual level (Chen, 2008; Gnyawali & Park, 2011; Oliver, 

2004; Smith & Lewis, 2011). The integration principles reflects the ability of individual 

managers to dynamically move between competitive and collaborative thinking and 

contextually prioritise one force without ignoring the other (Gnyawali & Park, 2009; 

Stadtler & van Wassenhove, 2016). Integration builds upon a coopetitive mindset, a 
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cognitive ability to think paradoxically and dynamically balance the risks and 

opportunities from coopetition (Bengtsson et al., 2016; Gnyawali et al., 2016).  

The co-management principle suggests establishing a joint project team, separated from 

the rest of the organizations and steered by a dual management committee, to manage 

complex coopetitive projects (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). In such structure, managers 

from two coopeting firms with high integration capabilities are pooled to intensively 

collaborate and make all critical project decisions together (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). 

Co-management builds upon the integration principle and relies on the ability of 

individual managers to balance and integrate conflicts to the benefits of all coopeting 

firms (Fernandez et al., 2018). 

 

5.2.3 SME coopetition strategies with large firms for innovation 

Due to growing technological challenges, regulatory hurdles, and escalating costs of 

developing and launching breakthrough innovation, SMEs increasingly join forces with 

larger and more powerful competitors (Bengtsson & Johansson, 2014; Hora et al., 

2018). Strong resource complementarities render SMEs and large firms ideal 

collaborators since each has what the other lacks (Hora et al., 2018; Weiblen & 

Chesbrough, 2015). Large firms control extensive assets and resources to engage in 

challenging innovation, but often lack the specific innovation capabilities to exploit and 

accelerate radically new technologies (Chesbrough & Brunswicker, 2014). SMEs, by 

contrast, possess pioneering technological know-how, flexibility, and agility to speed 

up new product introductions, but can lack access to broader resources and markets 

(Chiambaretto et al., 2020).   

Despite these complementarities, coopetition with larger competitors can also be a 

source of increased risk and, as a result, more complex and challenging than coopetition 

between SMEs (Lechner et al., 2016). In coopetition with large firms, SMEs must share 

their most valuable knowledge with a much larger and more powerful firm  (Gast, 

Gundolf et al., 2019). Whereas large corporates are experienced in protecting and 

defending sensitive information through formal mechanisms, routines, and procedures 

(Fernandez & Chiambaretto, 2016), SMEs may be less familiar with or able to control 
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such tools, leaving them exposed to greater risks of knowledge theft and plunder (Gast, 

Gundolf et al., 2019).  

SMEs may also have fewer opportunities to create and capture value from coopetition 

(Alvarez & Barney, 2001). Large firms benefit from established practices to quickly 

diffuse, recombine, and leverage innovative knowledge and resources (Fernandez et al., 

2018). With their vast network of international subsidiaries, they can scale jointly 

developed technologies more quickly and achieve high returns faster than smaller firms 

(Fernandez et al., 2021; Gnyawali & Park, 2011). SMEs, by comparison, may lack the 

capabilities, experiences, and structures to effectively absorb and leverage knowledge 

and technologies from larger competitors (Alvarez & Barney, 2001). These power and 

knowledge asymmetries are specific challenges in coopetition between SMEs and large 

firms (Klammer et al., 2023; Tidström, 2014) that can slow the establishment of trust, 

delay the exchange of strategic resources, and erode the unique value creation potential 

of coopetition (Feng et al., 2019; Ritala & Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2009; Volschenk et 

al., 2016).  

 

5.2.4 SME coopetition strategies with large firms for innovation in niche markets 

Despite the unique benefits and risks of SME-large firm coopetition, only a few 

empirical contributions investigate this particular type of coopetition relationship 

(Table 5). Indeed, most coopetition studies focus on SMEs or large firms separately 

(Gernsheimer et al., 2021). Furthermore, coopetition between large firms mainly takes 

place in mainstream markets whereas coopetition between SMEs is mostly dedicated to 

niche markets (Kraus et al., 2019; Mathias et al., 2018). In fact, specialised SMEs often 

occupy niches to meet the specific needs of particular customers (Toften & 

Hammervoll, 2013). Although niches may initially be narrow and limited by the small 

number of customers, they can grow fast, become highly profitable, and thus evolve as 

attractive targets both for SMEs and large companies (Dean et al., 1998; Kotler, 2002; 

Toften & Hammervoll, 2013).  

Differentiation and specialisation are important competitive advantages in niches 

(Dalgic, 1998; Toften & Hammervoll, 2013). However, since domestic niches are often 
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too small to deliver differentiated innovation and achieve minimum economies of scale, 

SMEs increasingly seek a broader range of customers to expand their technologies into 

global markets (Toften & Hammervoll, 2011; Zuchella & Palamara, 2007). They may 

aim to establish the same niche in other countries or decide to target global niches, that 

is, a small number of similar customers with similar requirements in multiple countries 

(Hezar et al., 2006). To achieve this goal, SMEs need access to resources and expertise, 

reinforcing their limitations and reliance on collaborations with competitors (Elfring & 

Hulsink, 2003; Jankowska, 2010). Coopetition with larger firms can thus be a promising 

path for SMEs to access additional resources and innovate in niches, and more research 

in such contexts is needed to determine how to best manage such relationships. 

Accordingly, this study seeks to answer the following research questions: “How do 

SMEs manage coopetition for innovation with larger firms in a niche market? Which 

strategies and which management principles do SMEs apply”? 

 
Table 5: Main studies on coopetition between SMEs and large firms. 

 

 

Authors Topics Methods Main findings 
Bengtsson and 
Johansson (2014) 

Alliance management 
capabilities 

Three case studies with 
high-tech SMEs  

SMEs need to develop 
legitimacy, agility, and role 
flexibility in coopetition with 
large firms. 

Lechner et al. 
(2016) 

Impact of vertical 
coopetition on sales 
growth 

Quantitative study of 82 
start-ups in Germany 

Vertical coopetition with 
larger firms positively affects 
sales growth of small firms. 

Jakobsen and 
Steinmo (2016) 

The role of proximity 
in coopetition 
between small and 
large firms 

Multiple-case study within 
the Norwegian 
manufacturing industry 

Cognitive and technological 
proximities are essential for 
the development of 
innovation through 
coopetition. 

Hora et al. (2018) Motives, nature, and 
outcomes of 
coopetition between 
start-ups and large 
firms 

70 interviews with start-
ups 
and corporates in Austria 

Start-ups seek to increase 
sales, growth, and publicity 
opportunities while large 
firms seek access to 
technologies and innovation. 

Chiambaretto et 
al. (2020) 

Partner selection 
criteria 

Quantitative study of 61 
managers and 
entrepreneurs  

Small firms coopete to reduce 
costs and learn, large firms 
coopete to reduce their time-
to-market. 

Klammer et al. 
(2023) 

Learning and 
unlearning 
mechanisms 

30 interviews with large 
companies 

Large firms use learning and 
unlearning to develop a 
coopetitive mindset and 
manage asymmetries. 
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5.3 Method 

 

5.3.1 Study design, industry context, and sample 

We adopt an exploratory, qualitative approach with a multiple-case study design to 

answer our research questions. This approach is recommended to analyse complex and 

unexplored phenomena within a specific context (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2018). A 

qualitative multiple-case design is appropriate for three main reasons. First, prior 

research on coopetition primarily focuses on single-cases and mainstream markets (Le 

Roy et al., 2021; Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). By using a multi-case approach to study 

coopetition between differently-sized firms in a niche market, we seek to extend theory 

across contexts (Bansal & Corley, 2012). Second, qualitative cross-case examination 

creates more robust findings which can then be tested in future quantitative approaches 

(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Third, case studies facilitate an 

in-depth understanding of a phenomenon in a limited context (Yin, 2018). So far 

coopetition between differently-sized companies has received very little attention, 

making an exploratory qualitative study in an innovation niche particularly appropriate. 

We select the agrochemical industry as our research setting. This sector is dominated 

by a few large multinational corporates engaged in the discovery and development of 

highly innovative pesticides (Phillips, 2020; Sparks & Lorsbach, 2017). Escalating 

research and development (R&D) costs, stricter regulations, as well as increasing 

complexities in the discovery of new products have led to the recent emergence of 

numerous coopetitive relationships among these firms (Sparks & Lorsbach, 2017). At 

the same time, a strong push from consumers and policymakers for healthier, better, 

and more sustainably grown food has given rise to the development of natural and more 

environmentally friendly products known as biologicals (CropLife, 2023). Biologicals 

are safer alternatives to pesticides and able to control insects and diseases without the 

use of chemistry (Powell & Jutsum, 1993). Despite the growing demand, however, the 

biologicals segment is still a niche, accounting for only 5% (~€3 billion) of the entire 

agrochemical market (Shoham, 2020). 
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Entrepreneurial SMEs with specific scientific capabilities are the primary incumbents 

in the biologicals niche. Whereas large pesticide firms traditionally develop large-scale 

pesticides for a broad range of pests and diseases, entrepreneurial SMEs focus on 

developing specialised biological products targeting very specific pests and diseases. 

However, given the challenges in developing new pesticides and the growing demand 

for safer and more sustainable products, large agrochemical firms have recently started 

to shift their strategies and enter the biologicals segment through coopetition with their 

smaller peers (Shoham, 2020). This dynamic makes this fast-growing niche segment an 

exciting setting in which to study coopetition between SMEs and large firms.  

Our sample includes large global pesticide firms and small- and mid-sized biological 

firms. These companies collaborate in the development and commercialisation of a 

specific biological product while remaining in direct competition with other products. 

Industry experts consider coopetition between SMEs and large firms a unique 

opportunity to grow the biologicals segment and provide farmers at a more rapid pace 

with more and better biological products (AgNews, 2022). Our analysis takes place at 

the project level, allowing us to study how SMEs and large firms manage coopetition 

from a working-group perspective. As such, our sample only reflects coopetitive 

innovation projects involving SMEs and large firms with a clearly defined project scope 

and objective (Table 6).  

 

5.3.2 Data analysis 

We coded all our data in NVivo 12 through systematic procedures based on 

recommendations from Miles and Huberman (1994) and Gioia et al. (2013). First, we 

used open coding to identify the attributes of each project in a within-case analysis. In 

this step, we produced first-order codes by iteratively moving back and forth between 

our data and theory (Eisenhardt, 1989). In this step, we characterised each project 

according to three known features of coopetition projects from the literature: (1) project 

costs, (2) project risks, and (3) project innovativeness (Fernandez et al., 2018). We then 

screened for management principles in each project based on the known management 

principles from the literature. In doing so, we observed differences in the application of 
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these principles across projects. Next, we moved to a cross-case analysis (Eisenhardt, 

1989). In this stage, we compared and contrasted the projects and searched for common 

themes which we then verified in interactive loops. One of the authors who collected 

the data presented the preliminary themes of each project to the two co-authors who 

were less involved in the data collection process and could therefore challenge the 

coding structure by asking critical questions. We engaged in an iterative process of 

revising the themes until sufficient understanding and full agreement on all themes were 

reached (Eisenhardt, 1989). Finally, we combined the themes into aggregated 

dimensions to study the relationships among them (Table 7).  
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Table 6: Sample overview. 
 Small- and mid-sized enterprise  Large firm  Coopetition project  

No. Revenue 
in 2021 

No. of 
employees Headquarters  Revenue 

in 2021 
No. of 
employees Headquarters  Description 

P1 <€5 
million 45 Spain 

 €400 
million 900 France 

 Global collaboration for the technical development, registration, and 
commercialization of multiple biological products primarily for fruit crops 
including citrus & apples.  

P2 <€5 
million 35 Spain  €160 

million 100 United States  Collaboration for the development of new biologicals focused on improved 
crop quality and productivity, health, and stress management. 

P3 <€5 
million 30 Italy 

 >€15 
billion 20,000 Germany 

 Global collaboration on two biologicals to improve plant growth and plant’s 
natural resistance to environmental stress to achieve higher yields.   

P4 <€5 
million <25 United 

Kingdom 
 >€15 

billion 20,000 Germany 
 Collaboration to commercialize an innovative biological with a unique 

mode of action for across several fruits and vegetables.  

P5 €5 
million 25-30 Finland 

 >€15 
billion 20,000 United States 

 Long-term collaboration to develop and commercialize a portfolio of 
biological products for better plant growth and crop quality. 

P6 €7 
million 50 United States 

 >€15 
billion 20,000 United States 

 Collaboration to develop novel microbial-based biological solutions that 
can be combined with conventional crop protection products. 

P7 €45 
million 100 Italy  €10-15 

billion 20,000 Switzerland  Collaboration to commercialize a wide range of biologicals for improved 
plant nutrient uptake to enhance yield and crop quality. 

P8 €40 
million 100 Unites States 

 €5-10 
billion 10,000 Israel 

 Multi-year collaboration to accelerate the discovery of radically new 
biologicals to control a broad spectrum of pests and diseases.  

P9 <€5 
million 20-25 Spain 

 €5-10 
billion 10,000 Israel 

 Commercial collaboration on an innovative biological product to enhance 
plant stress tolerance under hot and dry weather conditions. 

P10 €5 
million 50 France  €10-15 

billion 20,000 United States  Global collaboration for the discovery, development, and marketing of 
biologicals products with joint technologies from both companies.  

P11 15 
million 100 United States 

 €5-10 
billion 10,000 Germany 

 Strategic collaboration for the development and registration of a new 
innovative biological product for broad spectrum fungal disease control in 
vegetables and ornamentals.  

P12 €15 
million 60 United States  >€15 

billion 20,000 Germany  Collaboration for access to early-stage biological innovation with broad 
applications across multiple crops and geographies. 

P13 Not 
disclosed 

Not 
disclosed India 

 €5-10 
billion 6,000 United States 

 Long-term collaboration for the discovery and development of next-
generation biological products and combinations with existing conventional 
crop protection technologies. 

P14 <€5 
million <25 Brazil  >€15 

billion 20,000 United States  Collaboration for the development and commercialization of differentiated 
biological solutions to improve nutrient assimilation and plant health. 

P15 <€5 
million 40-50 Spain  >€15 

billion 20,000 United States  Multi-year collaboration to discover and commercialize new biological 
products to accelerate nutrient efficiency and plant metabolism.  

P16 €5 
million 20 United States 

 >€15 
billion 20,000 United States 

 Collaboration to discover new biological products that enhance plant 
resilience and growth under challenging environmental conditions. 
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P17 <€5 
million <25 Brazil  >€15 

billion 20,000 United States  Global collaboration to develop new biological that maximize yield 
potential and plant productivity under high stress conditions. 

P18 <€5 
million 60 United States 

 €5-10 
billion 10,000 India 

 Commercial collaboration to market new biological technologies to achieve 
better crop nutrition and improved soil health. 

P19 €45 
million 150-170 United States 

 >€15 
billion 20,000 Switzerland 

 Collaboration for unique biological technologies for integrated pest 
management aimed at lowering pesticide residue levels in crops. 

P20 Not 
disclosed 

Not 
disclosed United States 

 >€15 
billion 20,000 Germany 

 Long-term collaboration for the discovery, development, and 
commercialization of biologicals that are complementary/synergistic to 
conventional pesticides. 

P21 €15 
million ~100 United States 

 <€5 
billion n/a Japan 

 Collaboration for the commercialization of new biological solution for use 
in fruits and vegetables based on an earlier collaboration for the joint 
development of the product. 

P22 €5 
million <25 United States 

 >€100 
million 200 United States 

 Collaboration for the development of new biological products 
complementary to existing crop protection products to achieve better 
nutrient use efficiency.  

P23 <€5 
million 20-25 United States 

 >€500 
million 180 United States 

 Collaboration for the commercialization of biological products to make 
plants stronger, more resilient, and tolerant to abiotic stress. 

P24 €5 
million 22 France  €5-10 

billion 10,000 India  Collaboration for the commercialization of a new biological technology 
from  specific natural strains of fungi, bacteria and yeast microorganisms. 

P25 €20 
million 70 Israel 

 €5-10 
billion 10,000 Israel 

 Collaboration for the commercialization of one biological product and a 
new product which is a combination of a biological and a conventional crop 
protection product for use on fruit crops and vegetables. 



 

89 
 

Table 7: Overview of first-order codes, themes, and dimensions. 

 

 

5.4 Results 

Our data reveals that in the biologicals niche segment, SMEs pursue three distinct 

coopetition strategies with larger firms: (1) Co-distribution, (2) Technology licensing, 

and (3) R&D co-development strategies. To understand how SMEs manage these 

strategies, we first explain the rationale for coopetition between SMEs and large firms 

in the biologicals niche. We then analyse each coopetition strategy with respect to the 

intensity of collaboration and competition, the roles performed by SMEs and large 

firms, and the levels of asymmetrical risk (Table 8). Next, we explore the coopetition 

First-order codes Themes Dimensions 

Limiting large competitors to only sell to specific customers. Separation 
principle 

Co-distribution 

strategy 

Using differentiated brands and packaging to approach specific customers. 
Engaging through separate sales teams to commercialize the product. 
Not investing in development and manufacturing activities. Low costs and 

risks 
 

Not investing in sales and marketing teams / own R&D resources.  
Relying on existing distribution network from large competitors. 
Exchanging non-critical technical information to support sales activities. 
Interacting on different org. levels based on mutual appreciation and trust. 
Not engaging in joint new product development activities. Low innovation 
Selling an existing undifferentiated product developed by an SME. 
Dealing with potential frustration and lack of attention. 
Restricting technology licenses to specific uses and geographies. Separation 

principle 

Technology 

licensing 

strategy 

Splitting a technology license for specific uses to multiple competitors. 
Retaining exclusive rights to strategically important markets. 
Balancing between short- and long-term aspirations when negotiating royalties. Integration 

principle Assigning revenue targets to licenses to push performance. 
Reducing uncertainty of acquisitions through change of control clause. 
Carrying development costs for better differentiated products. Medium costs 

and risks Facing the risk of development or approval uncertainties and potential failure. 
Facing the risk of not being able to commercialize the product. 
Recombining SMEs’ technologies with in-house solutions from large firms. Medium 

innovation Creating new, better differentiated, and higher performing products. 
Negotiating exclusive commercialization rights to specific geographies.  Separation 

principle 

R&D co-

development 

strategy 

Commercializing the jointly developed product in separate territories. 
Commercializing the jointly developed product for separate uses. 
Separating decision making in joint project teams (lead and support roles). 
Embracing different approaches to solve issues and avoiding second-guessing. Integration 

principle Choosing individuals with similar experience and expertise for joint teams. 
Accepting different speed and approaches to make critical decisions. 
Ensuring level playing field with equal opportunities to create and capture value. 
Agreeing on joint ownership to new and jointly developed inventions.  Co-ownership 

principle Being able to use joint patents in future projects with different competitors. 
Avoiding the risk of being blocked by new patents from large competitors. 
Facing the risk of product cancellation mid-way through development process. High costs and 

risks Carrying high costs for developing and registering a biological product.  
Collaborating at very early stage in the product discovery process. High innovation 
Developing radically new products that potentially replace existing offers. 
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management principles that SMEs apply to navigate these risks and create products with 

different levels of costs and innovativeness (Table 9 and Table 10).   

 

5.4.1 The emergence of coopetition between SMEs and large firms in the 

biologicals niche 

Growing consumer awareness for more sustainably produced food has accelerated the 

demand for healthier, more environmentally friendly alternatives to pesticides known 

as biologicals. Biologicals are natural bacteria that are able to protect plants from fungal 

and insect attacks without the use of chemicals. Compared to large-scale pesticides, 

biologicals are smaller, safer, and more targeted products. At the same time, however, 

the costs of developing these products are often too high relative to their small market 

and profit potential. Therefore, large global pesticide firms historically refrained from 

their development. Instead, smaller and more specialised SMEs emerged as the primary 

originators of innovative biological solutions. Their efforts however focused on 

developing customised biological products for only a small number of countries and 

farmers. With the rising demand for more biologicals, global pesticides firms have 

recently shifted their strategies and started to engage in coopetition with SMEs to enter 

and establish a position in the biologicals segment.  

Our results show that SMEs and large firms pursue different objectives as they engage 

in coopetition. SMEs, on the one hand, possess unique scientific capabilities to discover 

innovative biological products, but lack the necessary financial resources, commercial 

expertise, and structures to effectively scale and commercialize their products within 

and beyond domestic markets. As one SME respondent explains, 

As a 35 person company, how are we supposed to have a national 

footprint? It's hard to be a company that has only two products … So 

we [SME] realised that and decided that we should stick with the R&D 

and the product development and the things that we know we have 

expertise in, but then really rely on partners for getting things all the 

way out the door. (Marketing Head, P2-S) 
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Large pesticide firms, on the other hand, lack the scientific expertise to develop 

innovative biologicals in-house, but own vast commercial structures to bring these 

technologies to market. In coopetition, their goal is to access and scale SMEs’ 

innovative technologies through their vast commercial networks: 

We [large firm] work with these smaller companies because, to be 

honest, our pipeline for biologicals is very dry and at the moment 

almost non-existent because we decided not to prioritise R&D for 

biologicals. So our strategy is to go and access products from these 

smaller companies. They have technologies that are very close to 

market or already in the market that will generate returns for us 

quicker with a lower investment. (Vice President Marketing, P12-L) 

5.4.2 Co-distribution strategy 

In co-distribution strategies, an SME appoints a larger firm as the distributor for a 

specific biological product while remaining in fierce competition with other products 

(Figure 8). SMEs act as suppliers, manufacturing the product while large firms act as 

distributors, selling the product. In terms of this strategy, SMEs and large firms assume 

complementary and mutually dependent roles that are fully focused on cooperation. 

While the SME continues to sell its product to its existing customers under the original 

brand and in the original packaging, the large firm sells the same product under a 

different brand and distinct packaging to a separate group of customers. By separating 

their customer base and differentiating their product offerings to the end customer, 

SMEs can protect their existing position and reduce the risk of their larger peers 

engaging in opportunistic tactics: 

In co-distribution, we are competitors but we are also collaborators. We 

[SME] sell our own branded product, and that very same product is sold 

by our bigger competitor or slash collaborator with a different label, a 

different name on, but it's exactly the same product. (Chief Operating 

Officer, P4-S) 
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Separating customers also eliminates SMEs’ risk of being replaced or outcompeted by 

their larger rivals. Different customer groups apply biologicals for different uses, and 

some specific customers are not accessible to SMEs. For instance, some biologicals 

customers demand high liability protection and service levels that SMEs are unable to 

provide. By restricting larger competitors to only sell to such customers (separation), 

SMEs can expand into new and otherwise unattainable segments, gain market share, 

and simultaneously maintain their existing customer base accessible and protected:  

We together define where we [SME] are going to play and where they 

[large firm] are going to play. We [SME] are parsing the market and give 

them [large firm] positioning in those markets where we aren't going to 

compete. (Marketing Manager, P18-S) 

The key benefit of co-distribution strategies is the option to rapidly accelerate the 

market penetration of biological products at low costs. As our respondents explain, 

SMEs are able to promote and scale their product through the existing distribution 

network, sales teams, and customer relationships of large firms without having to invest 

in a full-fledged commercial infrastructure (high cooperation). Large firms, by contrast, 

are able to immediately sell a fully developed and proven biological product without 

the financial and organisational burden of having to establish their own R&D 

programme and invest in manufacturing assets (low competition).  

Their [SME] technology is already developed … We [large firm] have 

access to the market. … So, there is a natural fit … where we both depend 

and rely on each other. … It’s kind of a symbiotic relationship. (Head of 

R&D Biologicals, P19-L) 

In co-distribution strategies, the risks of asymmetrical knowledge theft and plunder are 

low. By providing a large competitor with a fully developed, patent protected, and 

commercially available product, SMEs maintain full control and ownership of their 

technologies, reduce the risk of imitation, and eliminate the need to reveal sensitive 

information about their discovery, development, and production processes (separation). 

As our SME respondents explain, in co-distribution, they only provide large firms with 
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non-critical technical data and assistance to help position and market their product (high 

cooperation). In return, large firms provide SMEs with insights into their customers and 

knowledge about those segments in which they are actively participating (high 

cooperation). These balanced knowledge exchanges reduce SMEs’ fears of exploitation 

and foster frequent interactions (low competition): 

We [SME] offer additional technical support, training of their [large firm] 

sales teams, helping them with their tech sheets and their sales decks and 

their positioning and their marketing. And we come to some of the trade 

shows and support them in their booth. … So, it’s a lot of information going 

back and forth, a lot of training, a lot of teaching. (Sales Manager, P23-S) 

In co-distribution, the SME and the large firm engage their own sales teams to 

commercialise the product through existing channels (separation). By doing so, SMEs 

benefit from the reputation and trustworthiness of a respected competitor promoting 

their product on a large scale (high cooperation). Legitimacy and commercial support 

from large, science-based competitors are important to reduce scepticism and increase 

trust among customers regarding the value and benefit of new biological technologies. 

Since biologicals are naturally-derived products, farmers often deride them as poor-

performing ‘snake oils’ and extensive education is necessary to ensure their recognition 

as viable alternatives to pesticides. Likewise, by collaborating with SMEs on 

environmentally friendly products, large pesticide firms demonstrate their commitment 

to sustainability, improving their credibility and public reputation (high cooperation). 
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The key disadvantage of co-distribution strategies lies in the low level of innovation 

involved. SMEs and large firms do not engage in joint development activities but 

commercialise a product fully and solely developed by the SME. Such products are 

often simple, undifferentiated biologicals that can be easily copied by followers. This 

makes large firms vulnerable to more innovative offers from better performing 

competitors. Consequently, large pesticide firms may dedicate little time, effort, and 

resources to promote biologicals, which can lead to frustration and eventually 

jeopardise the success of co-distribution strategies.   

 

5.4.3 Technology licensing strategy 

As farmers become increasingly aware of the benefits of biologicals, the demand for 

better and more innovative biological products steadily rises. Large firms have a toolbox 

of in-house solutions that allow them to connect with technologies from SMEs to 

enhance the performance of biologicals. In technology licensing strategies, SMEs 

license their intellectual property rights (IPRs) to larger competitors, allowing them to 

use and recombine their biologicals to develop better, higher performing, and more 

innovative products (Figure 9). By licensing and supplying their existing product 

instead of sharing resources to develop new products, SMEs protect their unique 

 Each firm commercializes the product with its own sales team

 SME markets the product in the original brand and package to

its existing customers

 The large firm markets under a new, differentiating brand and

packaging

SME Large 
firm

Niche product with original brand and 
packaging

Niche product with own brand and 
packaging

Customer 
A

Customer 
D

Customer 
E

Customer 
F

Customer 
B

Customer 
G

SME

SME Lage 
firm

 SME sells a fully developed product to a large competitor

 Large competitor is only allowed to re-sell the product to specific 

customers unattainable to the SME

 SME provides technical assistance and support to facilitate 

commercialization; large firm delivers market and customer 

insights

 Information sharing is limited to non-critical knowledge exchanges

Technical assistance and support

General market insights

Lage 
firmNiche product sale

Figure 8: Co-distribution strategy between SMEs and large firms. 
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discovery platforms from imitation, reduce the need to disclose core knowledge, and 

thus eliminate the risk of asymmetrical leakage.  

The discovery platform is my [SME] golden goose, it’s the one that 

produces all the eggs. So, I am giving them [large firm] a licence to one 

egg, but I’ll keep the goose producing the eggs. (CEO and Co-Founder, P6-

S) 

Technology licensing strategies are characterised by a balance between cooperative and 

competitive actions. SMEs are able to restrict the licence to particular uses and 

geographies (separation) and thus specifically determine where, when, and for how long 

large firms can commercialise their technologies (moderate collaboration and moderate 

competition). This tactic allows SMEs to more easily balance the levels of collaboration 

and competition. SMEs act as licensors and technology providers and large firms act as 

licensees, product developers, and distributors. These complementary roles largely 

involve collaboration. At the same time, however, SMEs compete with large firms by 

licensing their product to multiple large pesticide companies for different uses and 

geographies. These partly complementary and partly incompatible roles result in 

medium levels of asymmetrical risk.  

Assume our [SME] product works in fruits and vegetables, then we can give 

them [large firm] a global licence for fruits, but keep all our rights for 

vegetables. Or we say we give a license for fruits only for Spain and retain 

all other fruit rights in all other countries for ourselves. (Chief Executive 

Officer, P9-S) 

Restricting licences to specific uses and geographies enables SMEs to protect their 

competitive advantage in strategic countries while expanding into geographies where 

they have no interest or limited ability to compete (separation). As our SME respondents 

report, they often provide several larger rivals with separate licences to differing 

countries and uses, enabling them to collaborate with multiple large competitors in 

various geographies simultaneously (separation). This tactic allows SMEs to leverage 
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the different geographical strengths of their large rivals to maximise the full commercial 

potential of their products (moderate collaboration/moderate competition): 

We [SME] are very strong here in the US, so we keep all our rights 

exclusively here. But for Europe and Latin America, we don’t have our own 

sales teams. There we look for partners, which can be bigger competitors 

who want to licence. (Field Development Manager, P21-S) 

In technology licensing, however, SMEs are exposed to medium levels of asymmetrical 

risk due to the simultaneous occurrence of both collaboration and competition. SMEs 

typically seek to licence their technologies to multiple large competitors. This approach 

can increase the pressure and tension for larger firms to commit and engage in 

coopetition ahead of other larger competitors. Indeed, the fear of losing a licensing 

opportunity to another competitor often pushes large firms into coopetition with SMEs. 

Consequently, since SMEs generally wish to advance quickly, slow and bureaucratic 

decision-making can prevent large firms from making timely decisions, leading to 

frustration and missed opportunities for coopetition, as explained by one small-firm 

respondent: 

They [large firm] were a little frustrated when they saw we had a deal with 

their direct competitor, because they were, you know, finding out we [SME] 

were married to somebody else. I mean, they [large firm] were kind of angry 

about it. But you have be confident enough to say, ‘look, you could have 

made a deal. You guys just decided to drag it out or couldn't make a 

decision’. (Chief Operating Officer, P14-S) 

Another source of asymmetrical risks comes from the negotiation of royalty rates. Due 

to their smaller size and market position and the early stage of their technologies, SMEs 

may struggle to negotiate high royalties. As such, SMEs need to balance their short- 

and long-term aspirations and carefully evaluate the risks and opportunities of 

coopetition. Striving for high royalties may increase profits in the short-term, but can 

also put coopetition with large competitors at risk. Lower royalty rates may lead to 

smaller profits and threaten the short-term survival of SMEs, but pave the way for more 
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coopetitive projects with potentially greater, longer-term returns in the future 

(integration).  

Just making a deal with [a large-firm] is valued and it'll encourage others 

to sort of enter into agreements with us [SMEs]. So it's almost like your 

first success is really setting you up for future successes. So we might 

compromise and agree to something less profitable with a company like [a 

large-firm] in order to get the greater value long term. (Head of Strategy 

and Marketing, P11-S) 

Asymmetrical risks may also arise as a result of SMEs fear of larger firms’ lack of 

commitment and poor resource allocation to develop their product. As large firms 

usually have a dominant focus on chemicals, they may prioritise pesticides over 

biologicals when deciding on funding for new products. Therefore, SMEs design 

specific mechanisms to implement and capture the full benefits of coopetition. As 

reported by our respondents, SMEs tend to grant larger firms technology licences 

contingent upon the achievement of certain performance goals (integration). If such 

targets are not met, SMEs reserve the right to revoke the licence, take their product 

back, and approach another competitor to become a partner (moderate cooperation and 

moderate competition).  

We [SME] set targets for growth as a condition of the license. Say it may 

be a three year license, then they [the large firm] have to demonstrate X 

performance at these values over that course of that time. And if it doesn't 

happen, then we get the license back and give it to another competitor. 

(Product Manager, P7-S) 

A final source of asymmetrical risks comes from the threat of potential acquisitions of 

the SME by another large competitor. In such cases, large firms may be forced to 

collaborate with a large direct competitor or lose their licensing rights and be blocked 

from commercialisation. From a large firm’s perspective, such risk can lead to high 

levels of scepticism and hesitance to licence with SMEs. As one large-firm respondent 
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explained, SMEs are aware of these risks and must be prepared to proactively suggest 

remedies to reassure large firms about the potential longevity of their partnership.  

One of the big fears we [large firm] have is that we develop this biological 

product for many years and then our partner is sold to a competitor and 

the product gets out of our hand. … For that case, we have a very specific 

change of control clause in the agreement. Let’s say they [SME] get 

acquired by this, this, or this company, then this, this, and that happens. 

(Head Business Development, P5-L) 

The main benefit of technology licensing strategies lies in incremental innovation. 

Licensing and combining biologicals from SMEs with their own complementary in-

house technologies allow large firms to develop more powerful and better differentiated 

biological products. SMEs typically facilitate the development work by providing 

technical assistance without disclosing critical knowledge that would allow large firms 

to copy or re-engineer their technologies. These incrementally innovative products can 

boost the enthusiasm within large firms to support biologicals and increase their 

openness and commitment to collaborating with SMEs.  

We [large firm] learned that it’s not about replacing a chemical with a 

biological, but to bring them together. So right now we develop this exciting 

new mixture between one of our [large firm] chemical products and one of 

their [SME] biological products. We are blending the two technologies 

together because they complement each other. This creates much more 

value for our customers than each one of our products alone. (Head of 

Marketing, P14-L) 
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However, recombining SME technologies takes time and exposes large firms to higher 

development risks. Developing a differentiated biological ‘mixture product’ can take 

several years. Also, technical risks and the uncertainty of the regulatory approval 

processes can compromise the success of a  new mixture project mid-way through the 

development process. Therefore, SMEs need to recalibrate their expectations and accept 

that the opportunity to capture value from the technology they possess rests on their 

larger competitors’ abilities to successfully develop and launch such products 

(integration). 

 

5.4.4 Co-development strategy 

SMEs and large firms also work together at a very early stage in the development 

process to create radically new biological products. These broad-spectrum technologies 

can potentially replace large-scale pesticides and deliver higher profits. To develop such 

unique and costly products, SMEs and large firms must work together intensively and 

share their most sensitive knowledge (Figure 10):  

Licensing or co-distribution very often applies to technologies which are 

more or less already developed … and where the spending is done. Co-

developments are for earlier technologies discovered by the small firms 

SME

 SME broadly licenses IPRs to its technology to multiple large 

firms for the development of new, differentiated niche products. 

 SME (licensee) specifies where, when, and how large firms 

(licensor) are allowed to use their IPRs for commercialization

SME
Lage 
firms 

(multiple)

Development

SME
technology

Lage firm
technology

 SME shares core knowledge and advice with larger firms to 

facilitate the development

 Large firms uses this knowledge to recombine SME technology 

and develop new, differentiated niche products

 Large firms are responsible to commercialize their differentiated

products under the agreed license scope in the respective

countries

 SMEs remain a licensor and supplier/technology provider with

no own sales activities in exclusively licensed geographies

Lage 
firm 4
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F
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Figure 9: Technology licensing strategy between SMEs and large firms. 
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which still need significant investment. And with that shared investment 

comes also shared risk and shared opportunities where we [large firm] and 

they [SME] invest and then we both need to find somehow a way how to 

deal with the business at the end. (Head of Strategy, P13-L) 

Co-development strategies are characterised by strong cooperative and competitive 

actions. SMEs seek resources and funding to further develop and bring their 

technologies to market (high collaboration) but want to limit the risk of exploitation and 

asymmetrical leakage (high competition). Large firms, by contrast, seek to access new 

and unique technologies to build their portfolio of biological products (high 

collaboration) but want to limit their exposure to technical and commercial risks (high 

competition). Both firms are product developers and future distributors. These 

overlapping roles focus on strong cooperation and competition and therefore lead to 

high levels of risk: 

There is pressure on both sides. As a small company, we are giving more 

than others would do because we often have no choice but to work with 

them [large firm]. And the larger ones are also pressured because they want 

our technology and they can't do these types of complex development deals 

with twenty other small companies. (Alliance Manager, P22-S) 

Based on their existing IPRs, SMEs assign exclusive commercialisation rights for 

specific geographies and uses with their larger peer already before the development 

work starts (separation). This provides certainty about future commercial opportunities 

and motivates both sides to dedicate sufficient resources to the project’s success. As our 

respondents explain, SMEs typically try to retain exclusive commercialisation rights in 

their home market while large multinational firms try to secure geographies where they 

have already established a major commercial presence (separation). In doing so, SMEs 

avoid opportunistic tactics and direct competition for the same product in the same 

territories:  

Very early on we [large firm] negotiate exclusivity for those countries and 

regions where we have a strategic interest to grow with this product. … It’s 
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like cherry picking. We [large firm] pick the most interesting countries for 

us and thereby balance the costs and risks that we have versus the potential 

turnover and margin. (Head of Strategy and Business Development, P13-

L) 

Once separation has been secured, the two firms can connect and develop the product. 

In joint hybrid ‘mini’ sub-teams, SMEs and large firms pool employees to work on 

specific development activities. These teams collaborate intensively to develop the 

product and create performance data to address the increasing regulation of biologicals. 

Lack of proper technical data can delay or even prevent market entry. Efficiency, fast 

decision-making, and scale are therefore critical: For these reasons, SMEs and large 

firms set-up small and agile teams with only a few members from each side.  

We have joint teams set up. So, there's a regulatory team with their [SME] 

people and our [large firm] people. We have a biology taskforce, and we 

have a patent taskforce. And we have a steering committee that reports 

every three months back what's going on. … In there, we have four people 

totally, two from them [SME], and two from us [large firm], that have 

regular meetings to review the progress, budgets, and try to solve problems. 

It’s actually working really well.  (Product Manager Biologicals, P11-L) 

However, R&D co-developments with large firms are filled with the potential for 

conflict and disagreement due to their sometimes differing approaches to resolving 

technical and commercial issues. As our results reveal, SMEs have unique technical 

capabilities and work with novel approaches. Large firms, on the other hand, benefit 

from extensive commercial experience and expertise, but lack scientific biological 

know-how. Both competencies must be merged such that one is not dominating over 

the other. Decisions about the course of development should not be based purely on 

either scientific or economic considerations, as explained by one of our SME 

respondents:  

You need to define after each stage whether you want to commit to the next 

stage. And that typically becomes a steering committee decision. But, you 
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know, if the guys don't want to work together, it's a pain in the neck. You 

need to have a good mechanism to avoid getting into unsolvable conflicts. 

Because then you get stalled, nothing gets done, because you can't agree. 

(Chief Executive Officer, P12-S) 

Therefore, SMEs determine ‘lead’ and ‘support’ roles for each sub-team (separation). 

For instance, due to their specific scientific capabilities, sub-teams working on 

development or manufacturing activities are typically led by SMEs with final decision-

making authority in case of disagreements. Large firms, on the other hand, typically 

take the lead on regulatory and commercial activities. Designated lead and support roles 

for each sub-team activity reduces the risk of disagreement and opportunism and 

clarifies on who makes the final decision in case of conflict (separation): 

Everything related to the development and manufacturing of the product is 

decided by us [SME]. They [large firm] consult and may disagree, but we 

have the lead and the final say. Everything related to registration is decided 

by them [large firm]. (Head of Development, P20-S) 

Working in joint teams requires individuals with high cognitive abilities who can 

synthesize the conflicting logics of collaboration and competition and accept the 

viewpoints of others without second-guessing their choices (integration). As our 

interviewees mention, a manager from a large firm may struggle to accept decisions 

made by individual experts from an SME. Managers from SMEs, for their part, may 

feel strong-armed by their larger, more influential peers when a controversial decision 

must be made. Therefore, SMEs and large firms seek to pair individuals with similar 

experience and expertise that are able to relate eye-to-eye and mutually balance the 

sometimes conflicting views (integration). An SME manager explains: 

There needs to be matching experience and expertise between the people 

working together on both sides. Similar professional careers, similar 

educational background. Something that bonds together, something that 

makes them respect and trust each other. … And there must be the 

willingness to work with the counterpart and appreciate the experience and 
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expertise of what is brought to the table by both sides. (Head of Alliances 

with 3rd Parties, P13-S) 

In R&D co-developments. SMEs and large firms must also balance their different 

approaches to decision making (integration). SMEs tend to be quick decision-makers 

whereas large firms often need to seek approvals at a higher level in the hierarchy which 

can slow the innovation process and jeopardise coopetition success. Therefore, both 

firms need to find a balance between slowness and thoroughness and at the same time 

provide equal opportunities to create and capture value from coopetition.  

We have the common goal to bring a product to the market. I think they 

[SME] are feeling that we [large firm] are doing our best. They understand 

the difficulties (…). So, I think there's a mutual tolerance for slowness and 

mutual appreciation for thoroughness. We are giving and taking. I think 

that's also from their [SME] perspective important, that we don't want to 

have everything. That it’s not all for us [large firm] and nothing for them 

[SME]. I think we have a balance in that. (Product Manager, P11-L) 

The main advantage of R&D co-development is the possibility of developing radically 

new breakthrough biological innovation. To achieve this, SMEs must exchange highly 

sensitive core know-how and therefore, the risks of asymmetrical knowledge theft and 

plunder are high. During the development stage, large firms may combine the SME 

product with solutions from their in-house toolbox and identify synergistic effects, 

leading to new and patentable inventions (high competition and high collaboration). As 

our respondents report, patenting such inventions could block SMEs from 

commercialising their product(s) in the future. Therefore, SMEs apply co-ownership to 

new and jointly created inventions. Co-ownership assigns both firms the rights to new 

inventions, ensuring a reciprocal exchange of patents registered by either firm during 

development. Under co-ownership, both firms are free to use and exploit such patents 

even in future projects with other competitors.  

If we find out that there's a synergistic interaction between their [large firm] 

technology and our [SME] technology, then we make sure that both parties 
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benefit from it equally by giving each other access to new patents. 

(Marketing Head, P2-S) 

 

For anything we co-develop, as a general rule, we agree to share the IP.  

Of course, you can't always anticipate what that's going to look like. But at 

least you agree that anything that comes out of this will be a joint property 

that both partners have the opportunity to access and exploit. (CEO and 

Founder, P8-S) 

 As noted by our respondents, co-ownership is a critical element in reducing the use of 

opportunistic tactics, encouraging knowledge flows, and protecting SMEs’ competitive 

advantage during the joint development of breakthrough innovation with larger firms. 

The co-ownership principle generates and ensures that knowledge is shared and 

protected for both sides, and it also reduces ambiguity, stress, and tension during the 

collaboration. Therefore, co-ownership can be considered a key enabler of R&D co-

development strategies between SMEs and large firms.  

 

 
Figure 10: R&D co-development strategy between SMEs and large firms. 
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Table 8: Coopetition intensities, asymmetrical risks, firm roles, and management principles in coopetition strategies between SMEs and large firms. 

 
Table 9: Management principles in coopetition strategies between SMEs and large firms. 
 

 
 
Table 10: Timeframe, costs, risks, and innovativeness in coopetition strategies between SMEs and large firms. 

Coopetition strategy Coopetition intensity Asymmetrical 
risks 

Role of  
SME 

Role of  
large firm Management principles 

Co-distribution Cooperation-dominant Low Supplier and 
distributor Distributor Separation 

Technology licensing Balanced-moderate 
coopetitive Medium Licensor/Technology 

provider 

Licensee, product 
developer, and 
distributor 

Separation and integration 

R&D co-development Balanced-strong coopetitive High Development partner 
and distributor 

Development partner 
and distributor 

Separation, integration, and co-
ownership 

 Co-distribution Technology licensing R&D co-development 

Separation 

• Separating customers 
• Separating products  

IPR restrictions  
• Geographic separation 
• Product use separation 

IPR restrictions  
• Geographic separation 
• Product use separation 
Project management  
• Separating decision-making authority 

Integration Not relevant 

• Capability to balance short-term financial and 
long-term strategic objectives 

• Capability to align expectations and regulate 
desired performance outcomes 

• Capability to reduce ambiguity and uncertainty 

• Capability to foster confidence, respect, and trust 
• Capability to embrace different approaches to speed 

and decision making 
• Capability to ensure equal opportunities to create and 

capture value 

Co-ownership Not relevant Not relevant • Equal access and ownership to jointly discovered new 
inventions 

  Co-distribution Technology Licensing R&D co-development 
Timeframe  Short-term Mid-term Long-term 
Costs  Low Medium High 
Risks  Low Medium High 
Innovativeness  Low Incremental innovation Breakthrough innovation 
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5.5 Discussion 

This study explores how entrepreneurial SMEs manage coopetitive relationships with 

large firms in an innovation niche. Our results show two distinct motives for coopetition 

between SMEs and large firms: Market access for SMEs and technology access for 

large firms. Further, we find that SMEs pursue a synergistic mix of three distinct 

coopetition strategies: (1) Co-distribution, (2) Technology licensing, and (3) R&D Co-

development. In each strategy, SMEs navigate different coopetition intensities by 

dynamically combining the principles of separation, integration, and co-ownership to 

achieve specific innovation outcomes (Figure 11).  

 

5.5.1 Separation as a key principle in co-distribution strategies 

Co-distribution with more powerful rivals allows SMEs to rapidly grow sales, 

accelerate their market share, and achieve economies of scale. These short-term benefits 

solidify and sustain the competitive position of SMEs in niche markets (Dalgic & 

Leeuw, 1994; Toften & Hammervoll, 2013). In turn, large competitors access and 

market innovative SME technologies without investing in discovery and development. 

This type of coopetition strategy is cooperation-dominant and focused on achieving 

immediate joint benefits (Bengtsson et al., 2010; Park et al., 2014).  

Complementary and mutually dependent roles between SMEs (acting as suppliers) and 

large firms (acting as distributors) reduce the asymmetrical risks of unilateral actions 

and opportunistic behaviours. Strong collaboration is further facilitated by the 

separation of the two firm’s customers. SMEs and large firms each target different 

customer groups and use differentiated branding and packaging to push and promote 

the jointly commercialised product. This separation tactic preserves SMEs’ 

competitiveness by eliminating direct competition for customers. Separation therefore 

evolves as a foundational coopetition principle for SMEs to scale existing niche 

innovation while keeping asymmetrical risks at low levels.  
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5.5.2 Separation and integration as key principles in technology licensing 

strategies 

In technology licensing strategies, SMEs out-license IPRs for their technologies to 

several larger competitors, enabling them to develop new, better differentiated, and 

more powerful niche products. This approach provides SMEs and large firms with 

several benefits. On the one hand, SMEs can facilitate the creation of incremental 

innovation and expand into international markets through the commercial footprint of 

their larger peers. Large firms, on the other hand, can recombine their in-house products 

with innovative SME technologies to create uniquely differentiated and better 

marketable products (Toften & Hammervoll, 2013).  

Technology licensing is a balanced-moderate coopetitive strategy, that is, the degree of 

cooperation and competition is neither too high nor too low (Mariani & Belitski, 2022). 

SMEs act as licensees and large firms act as licensors. SMEs, however, also assume the 

roles of indirect competitors by licensing their technologies to various bigger rivals 

while remaining in fierce competition with larger firms. Performing complementary and 

overlapping roles creates a medium level of asymmetrical risk (Lindström & Polsa, 

2016; Mariani & Belitski, 2022). SMEs are able to navigate this risk by restricting 

technology licences to specific geographies and uses. By selectively expanding and 

simultaneously protecting their competitive position, SMEs can effectively balance the 

levels of cooperation and competition. At the individual level, SME managers must 

balance their short- and long-term aspirations, clearly align on expectations and 

performance outcomes with their larger peers, and help them overcome the perceived 

uncertainties around licensing technologies from less established firms. Therefore, 

SME managers require high analytical and executional integration capabilities to 

manage technology licensing strategies (Raza-Ullah et al., 2018; Raza-Ullah et al., 

2020). Separation and integration are therefore the two key coopetition principles 

enabling SMEs to navigate asymmetrical risks in technology licensing with large firms 

to deliver incremental innovation in niche segments (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016).   
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5.5.3 Separation, integration, and co-ownership as key principles in R&D co-

development strategies 

In R&D co-development strategies, SMEs and large firms establish joint project sub-

teams to create breakthrough niche innovation that can replace existing product 

offerings in the mainstream market. Although this strategy was already highlighted in 

coopetition between large firms (Gnyawali & Park, 2011; Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015), 

scholars have suggested it may be too costly, risky, and complex for smaller firms to 

manage (Chiambaretto et al., 2020). We find, however, that SMEs are well able to 

pursue R&D co-development strategies. In fact, given the high costs and risks, joint 

developments with a larger and more resourceful competitor may be the only way for 

SMEs to compete and bring breakthrough niche technologies to market.  

R&D co-developments are balanced-strong coopetitive due to the simultaneous 

presence of strong cooperative and strong competitive forces (Bengtsson et al., 2010; 

Mariani & Belitski, 2022). As the roles of SMEs and the firms overlap (i.e., both are 

development partners and distributors), the asymmetrical threats of knowledge theft and 

opportunism are extremely high. According to Le Roy and Fernandez (2015), large firm 

mitigate such risk through the co-management principle, built upon the cognitive 

abilities of individual managers to synthesize and integrate conflicts. However, our 

results cannot confirm the presence of co-management in our context.  

We confirm that SME managers involved in R&D co-developments must possess high 

levels of balancing and emotional integration capabilities to synthesise conflicts with 

their peers at the larger firm (Raza-Ullah et al., 2018). However, critical disagreements 

on the development and commercialisation of the joint product may persist, slow the 

innovation progress, and eventually threaten coopetition success. Therefore, SMEs and 

large firm managers enact the separation principle and a priori assign decision-making 

power in each project sub-team to one or the other firm, facilitating smooth progress in 

case of disagreement.  

Furthermore, instead of co-management of joint development activities, SMEs enact 

the principle of co-ownership with respect to new and jointly created knowledge, such 

as new patents. As our results show, sharing sensitive knowledge with a large 
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competitor when co-developing innovation can lead to new and patentable inventions 

during the development work. The co-ownership principle provides for equal access 

and joint ownership to these newly created patents. By enacting co-ownership, SMEs 

reduce the risk of asymmetric knowledge theft and facilitate the flow of knowledge with 

their larger counterpart. Co-ownership protects SME flexibility and freedom to operate 

by providing them the ability to commercialise the jointly developed product without 

infringing valid IPRs held by their larger competitors. Separation, integration, and co-

ownership are therefore the three coopetition principles enacted by SMEs to manage 

R&D co-development strategies for breakthrough innovation with larger firms. Based 

on these findings (depicted in Figure 11), we move on to describe the theoretical and 

practical implications before concluding.  
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Figure 11: Integrated framework for coopetition strategies between SMEs and large firms. 

Coopetition between SMEs and large firms for innovation in a niche market

SME objective: Market access Large firm objective: Technology access

Co-distribution strategy R&D co-development strategyTechnology licensing strategy

Assigning a large firm as distributor to 
diffuse existing niche innovation 

Licensing technologies to large firms to 
develop new differentiated niche innovation

Jointly creating breakthrough niche 
innovation to replace mainstream offer

̵ Performing complementary roles

̵ Experiencing low asymmetrical risks

̵ Incurring no development costs

Low innovation Radical innovationIncremental innovation

Separation Separation, integration, and co-ownershipSeparation and integration

̵ Performing complementary and 

overlapping roles

̵ Experiencing medium asymmetrical risks

̵ Incurring medium development costs

̵ Performing overlapping roles

̵ Experiencing high asymmetrical risks

̵ Incurring high development costs

Cooperation-dominant Balanced-moderate coopetitive Balanced-strong coopetitive

Managing coopetition between SMEs and large firms for innovation in a niche market
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5.5.4 Implications for theory  

This study makes four main contributions to the literature. First, we contribute to the 

literature on coopetition strategies for SMEs. Prior research demonstrates that SME 

coopetition strategies are primarily cooperation-dominant (Gast, Kallmünzer et al., 

2019; Granata et al., 2018). In coopetition between SMEs and large firms, however, we 

find that SMEs switch among cooperation-dominant, balanced-moderate coopetitive, 

and balanced-strong coopetitive strategies (Bengtsson et al., 2010; Park et al., 2014). 

Each delivers products with different levels of innovation, depending on the roles, costs, 

and risks incurred by the respective firms. 

Second, we contribute to the ongoing debate about coopetition management principles 

(Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015; Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2018). Our results confirm the 

relevance of separation as a key principle for SME coopetition strategies. We add to 

this by identifying various new separation tactics for coopetition between SMEs and 

large firms: separation of customers, separation of IPRs, and separation of decision 

making power in joint project teams. Further, we observe the need for individual 

integration in higher-risk balanced-moderate and balanced-strong coopetitive 

situations. In these two strategies, SME managers must embrace a mix of analytical, 

executional, balancing, and emotional capabilities to calibrate and synthesise 

conflicting interests with managers from their larger peers (Rai et al., 2022; Raza-Ullah, 

2020).  

The literature on coopetition management between large firms suggests the adoption of 

the co-management principle with joint decision making to overcome critical conflicts 

in co-development projects (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). In coopetition between SMEs 

and large firms, however, we find that decision making authority is assigned to one or 

the other firm depending on their areas of expertise. Further, we contribute to this stream 

of literature by adding co-ownership to joint inventions as a new principle of coopetition 

management (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015; Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2018). Co-

ownership to joint inventions ensures SMEs’ freedom to operate and facilitates open 

knowledge exchange with large firms toward the creation of breakthrough innovation. 
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Third, we add to the literature on coopetition for innovation (Bouncken et al., 2018; 

Ritala et al., 2016). Coopetition scholars continue to debate whether coopetition creates 

positive or negative innovation outcomes (Bouncken et al., 2018, 2020; Ritala & 

Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2013). We contribute by showing how a dynamic mix of the 

separation, integration, and co-ownership principles enables SMEs to achieve a range 

of positive innovation outcomes (Fernandez & Le Roy, 2018; Le Roy & Czakon, 2016). 

Fourth, this study adds to the literature on strategic niche management (Kemp et al., 

1998; Schot & Geels, 2008). The niche marketing literature suggests large competitors 

may slow or even block the adoption of pioneering niche technologies developed by 

SMEs (Dalgic & Leeuw, 1994; Toften & Hammervoll, 2013). Our findings, however, 

suggest the opposite. We observe that large competitors can provide SMEs with 

powerful commercial resources to scale their position and offer complementary 

technologies to enhance product performance. Therefore, we suggest SMEs occupying 

niches should consider coopetition with larger firms as a strategic option to expand their 

foothold in such markets.  

 

5.5.5 Implications for practice 

Our study offers clear recommendations for managers of SMEs seeking to engage in 

coopetition with larger firms to advance their position in a niche market. Small-business 

managers can choose among three distinct coopetition strategies depending on their 

innovation objectives. When their aim is a rapid low-cost and low-risk expansion of an 

existing innovation, they should consider co-distribution. SMEs can reduce 

asymmetrical risks by separating customers and differentiating their offerings through 

distinct branding and packaging. SMEs seeking incremental innovation and the 

expansion of niche technologies into several geographies at medium costs and risks 

should approach larger firms for a technology licensing strategy. Being able to restrict 

IPRs to specific geographies and uses as well as high analytical and executional 

capabilities are prerequisites to reduce asymmetrical risks and ensure the success of this 

strategy. When SME managers seek to create radical technological innovation at high 

costs and high risks, they should consider an R&D co-development strategy. To 
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preserve their agility and autonomy and reduce asymmetrical risks, SMEs and large 

firms should assign existing IPRs already ahead of the development work. Further, 

SMEs should  form joint project teams with separate decision-making authority and 

select individuals with distinct balancing and emotional capabilities to avoid decision 

paralysis. Finally, SMEs should establish co-ownership to new IPRs (being discovered 

during the development) to secure their flexibility and prevent from being blocked from 

commercialisation by the larger firm. From the perspective of policymakers, coopetition 

between SMEs and larger firms should be encouraged to expand niche innovation into 

broader large-scale markets. 

  

5.6 Conclusion 

This study explored how SMEs can manage coopetition with large firms in an 

innovation niche. Based on an exploratory qualitative approach with a multiple-case 

study design, our study revealed that SMEs pursue a synergistic mix of three distinct 

strategies to manage coopetition: (1) Co-distribution, (2) Technology licensing, and (3) 

R&D co-development. In each strategy, SMEs navigate different coopetition intensities 

by dynamically combining the principles of separation, integration, and co-ownership 

to achieve specific innovation outcomes.  

Contrary to existing results in the small-business coopetition literature, we find that 

these strategies are not necessarily cooperation-dominant. In coopetition with large 

firms, SMEs shift among strategies with different coopetition intensities, ranging 

between cooperation- and competition-dominant approaches. In each strategy, SMEs 

dynamically mix the separation, integration, and co-ownership principles to offset 

asymmetrical risks and create new products at varying levels of costs and 

innovativeness. Taken together, the three strategies and associated management 

principles enable SMEs to lower their risks and maximise their benefits from 

coopetition with large firms.  

The findings of our study provide several opportunities for additional research. As these 

findings are drawn from a highly technological, knowledge-intense, and innovation-

driven industry, it should be replicated in more stable and slower-paced sectors. SMEs 
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and large firms in less regulated, less technology-dependent, and more mature sectors 

may pursue different coopetition strategies and apply different management principles 

(Smiljic et al., 2022). Further, due to the qualitative and highly exploratory nature of 

our study, we acknowledge the risk of subjectivity. Future research should therefore use 

large-scale quantitative approaches, including surveys, to further validate and enhance 

the generalizability our results. A longitudinal approach could supplement our efforts 

to determine how coopetition intensities and asymmetrical risks between SMEs and 

large firms could change and be managed over time.  
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5.7 Appendix 1: List of interviews 

No Sub  No Firm type Interview partner Management Level Interview length 

P1 P1-S SME Product Manager  Mid-Level 55 min 
P1 P1-L Large firm Head of Alliance Management Top-Level 1 h 02 min 
P2 P2-S SME Marketing Head  Mid-Level 1 h 11 min 
P2 P2-L Large firm Global Marketing Manager Biologicals Mid-Level 1 h 41 min 
P3 P3-S SME Head of R&D  Top-Level 1 h 39 min 
P3 P3-L Large firm Head Business Development & Licensing Top-Level 46 min 
P4 P4-S SME Chief Operating Officer (COO) Top-Level 1 h 25 min 
P4 P4-L Large firm Regional Marketing Head Fruits & Veg. Top-Level 1 h 13 min 
P5 P5-S SME Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Top-Level 45 min 
P5 P5-L Large firm Head Business Development Top-Level 48 min 
P6 P6-S SME CEO and Co-Founder Top-Level 1 h 04 min 
P6 P6-L Large firm Director of Marketing Top-Level 1 h 25 min 
P7 P7-S SME Product Manager Mid-Level 1 h 10 min 
P7 P7-L Large firm Business Development Biologicals Mid-Level 1 h 54 min 
P8 P8-S SME CEO and Founder Top-Level 54 min 
P8 P8-L Large firm Head Product Development Mid-Level 58 min 
P9 P9-S SME Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Top-Level 58 min 
P9 P9-L Large firm Head of Marketing Mid-Level 1 h 35 min 
P10 P10-S SME Head of Business Development Mid-Level 35 min 
P10 P10-L Large firm Head of Marketing Mid-Level 1 h 06 min 
P11 P11-S SME Head of Strategy and Marketing  Mid-Level 1 h 25 min 
P11 P11-L Large firm Product Manager  Mid-Level 1 h  
P12 P12-S SME Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Top-Level 1 h 38 min 
P12 P12-L Large firm Vice President Marketing Top-Level 1 h 44 min 
P13 P13-S SME Head of Alliances with 3rd Parties Mid-Level 1 h 35 min 
P13 P13-L Large firm Head of Strategy  Mid-Level 1 h 15 min 
P14 P14-S SME Chief Operating Officer (COO) Top-Level 52 min 
P14 P14-L Large firm Head of Marketing  Mid-Level 1 h 02 min 
P15 P15-S SME Head of Alliances  Top-Level 1h  
P15 P15-L Large firm Global Marketing Manager Mid-Level 35 min 
P16 P16-S SME Head of R&D  Top-Level 1 h 20 min 
P16 P16-L Large firm Head of Strategy and Portfolio Mgmt. Mid-level 55 min 
P17 P17-S SME Chief Executive Officer & Founder Top-Level 1 h 15 min 
P17 P17-L Large firm Global Business Development Manager Mid-Level 45 min 
P18 P18-S SME Marketing Manager  Mid-Level 1 h 05 min 
P18 P18-L Large firm Head Product Development Mid-Level 40 min 
P19 P19-S SME Chief Executive Officer (CEO) Top-Level 1 h 35 min 
P19 P19-L Large firm Head of R&D Biologicals Top-Level 1 h 02 min 
P20 P20-S SME Head of Development Mid-Level 1 h  
P20 P20-L Large firm Global Marketing Manager Biologicals Mid-Level 30 min 
P21 P21-S SME Field Development Manager Mid-Level 1 h 18 min 
P21 P21-L Large firm Head of Marketing & Product Strategy Mid-Level 45 min 
P22 P22-S SME Alliance Manager  Mid-Level 30 min 
P22 P22-L Large firm Head Strategy Fruits & Vegetables Mid-Level 45 min 
P23 P23-S SME Sales Manager Top-Level 1 h 
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5.8 Appendix 2: Interview guide 

 
 

Opening 
• Presentation of the scope and objective of the research project  
• Presentation of the interview partner (current role in the company, role in coopetition 

projects) 
• Presentation of the company (number of employees, turnover, headquarters) 

 

 

 

 

Coopetition 

management between 

SMEs and large firms 

• Can you describe the project you are collaborating on with the SME (large competitor) 
• Why did your firm decide to collaborate with the SME (large competitors) for this 

project? 
• What are your main goals and objectives in this project?  
• What are some of the shared interests between you and your collaborator in this 

project? 
• What do you see as benefits when collaborating with the SME (large competitor)? 
• What do you see as specific risks when collaborating with the SME (large 

competitor)? 
• How do you manage these risks? 
• Where did you in the past experienced conflicts in the project with the SME (large 

competitor)? 
• How did you manage these conflicts? 
• What is the current status of the project and what are the next steps? 

Conclusion • Is there anything you would like to add? 
• Acknowledgement and greetings 

  

 

  

P23 P23-L Large firm Global Product Development Mid-Level 1 h 22 min 
P24 P24-S SME R&D Manager  Mid-Level 38 min 
P24 P24-L Large firm Director Product Development Mid-Level 1 h 05 min 
P25 P25-S SME Head of Business Development Top-Level 45 min 
P25 P25-L Large firm Marketing Lead Biologicals Mid-Level 1 h 30 min 
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6 The agrochemical and seed industry: Leveraging coopetition for 

breakthrough innovation4  
 

 
Research Paper 5: Teaching case study 

 

Published by Ivey Publishing; Link: https://www.iveypublishing.ca/s/product/the-
agrochemical-and-seed-industry-leveraging-coopetition-for-breakthrough-
innovation/01t5c00000DMljjAAD 

 

Authors: Oliver Gernsheimer and Dominik K. Kanbach 

 

Abstract 

The agrochemical and seed industry was an important contributor to modern 

agriculture, enabling farmers to produce better crops with higher yields to feed a 

growing world population. In 2015, Syngenta AG (Syngenta), the Monsanto Company 

(Monsanto), Bayer CropScience (Bayer), BASF SE (BASF), Dow AgroSciences 

(Dow), and DuPont de Neumours, Inc. (DuPont) were the only six multinational firms 

engaged in the discovery of agrochemical and seed innovation. These competitors 

forged strong cooperative relationships, known as coopetition, to overcome the rising 

challenges in developing and launching new products.i Then, between 2016 and 2018, 

an unprecedented wave of mega mergers transformed the industry into even fewer and 

larger firms.ii Syngenta, Bayer, BASF, and Corteva Agriscience (Corteva) became the 

four new industry leaders, dominating nearly two-thirds of the sector.iii 

As their rivalry increased and innovation became even more challenging, the four 

competitors were pushed to reassess how they could further innovate and collaborate 

together. Bayer became the world’s leading firm for agrochemicals and seeds, but legal 

challenges after its acquisition of Monsanto could jeopardize its appeal as a strong and 

reliable partner.iv With Dow and DuPont merging to form Corteva, the new rival had to 

 
4 This case was written on the basis of published sources. Consequently, the interpretation and perspectives 
presented in this case are not necessarily those of the companies and institutions mentioned in the case, nor of any 
of their employees. 
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establish itself as a collaborative player in the market.v Syngenta, which merged with 

China National Chemical Corporation (ChemChina), would need to solidify its 

commitment to collaborative innovation under new and controversial ownership.vi 

BASF, now a distant fourth, had to tap into more and different cooperative opportunities 

to secure its long-term relevance within the increasingly concentrated and competitive 

sector.vii How could the four rivals now combine their resources and capabilities to drive 

innovation? Would they be able to co-create new technologies without compromising 

their individual strengths and competitive advantages? Which strategic dilemmas would 

they face as they began to share and connect their resources to deliver the next wave of 

breakthrough innovation in agriculture.

 
i Sparks and Lorsbach, “Perspectives on the Agrochemical Industry and Agrochemical Discovery.” 
ii McDougall, “Agrochemical Industry Development.”; James M. MacDonald, “Mergers in Seeds and 
Agricultural Chemicals: What Happened?” USDA, February 15, 2019, https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-
waves/2019/february/mergers-in-seeds-and-agricultural-chemicals-what-happened/. 
iii Samantha DeCarlo, “And Then There Were Four?: M&A in the Agricultural Chemicals Industry,” accessed 
February 25, 2023, https://www.usitc.gov/publications/332/executive_briefings/ag_ma_ebot_final.pdf. 
iv Christopher Walljasper, “Comments on Bayer-Monsanto Merger Settlement Reveal Lack of Confidence in 
Competition,” Investigate Midwest, April 5, 2019, https://investigatemidwest.org/2019/04/05/comments-on-
bayer-monsanto-merger-settlement-reveal-lack-of-confidence-in-competition/. 
v Chris Sworder, „What’s New at the Big 3? A Look at the Innovation of Bayer-Monsanto, Corteva, and Syngenta-
ChemChina,” accessed April 24, 2023, https://www.cleantech.com/whats-new-at-the-big-3-a-look-at-the-
innovation-of-bayer-monsanto-corteva-and-syngenta-chemchina/. 
vi Kosei Fukao, “ChemChina completes Syngenta takeover, targets emerging markets,” accessed April 24, 2023, 
https://asia.nikkei.com/Business/ChemChina-completes-Syngenta-takeover-targets-emerging-markets. 
vii Patricia Weiss and Ludwig Burger, “BASF, on the sidelines of merger wave, eyes generic pesticides,” accessed 
April 24, 2023, https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-basf-genericpesticides-idUKKBN16T1YD. 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2019/february/mergers-in-seeds-and-agricultural-chemicals-what-happened/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2019/february/mergers-in-seeds-and-agricultural-chemicals-what-happened/
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7 Contributions and avenues for future research 

This publication-based dissertation contributes to a more nuanced understanding of 

coopetition management, an emerging subfield in coopetition research. It emphasizes the 

implications and recommendations for practitioners to develop and manage complex 

coopetition relationships and coopetition strategies. The dissertation builds upon and 

expands earlier findings, connecting new empirical insights with previously identified 

concepts and theories. As such, the results presented in this dissertation are relevant to 

the efforts of both academics and practitioners (Figure 12). The dissertation also offers 

exciting opportunities and avenues for future research.   

 

7.1.1 Contributions toward academia 

The heightened academic interest in coopetition in recent years motivated the choice of a 

systematic literature review as the first research paper in this dissertation. Numerous 

studies have provided empirical insights into previously identified research gaps but 

simultaneously created a highly fragmented, scattered, and disjointed research landscape. 

The fragmented nature of coopetition research has been repeatedly criticized as a key 

issue limiting academic progress in the field (Bengtsson & Kock, 2014; Bouncken et al., 

2015). Providing a connected, cohesive, and unified view of the current academic 

standing of the field was thus a necessary and timely step to guide future research 

developments. This perspective was also considered essential to identify opportunities 

for this dissertation. Consequently, the first paper in this dissertation contributes by 

developing an integrated coopetition framework that describes how various fragmented 

research findings and dimensions connect, enabling scholars to better link their work, 

position their research efforts, and establish future research priorities.  

The second research paper focuses on internal coopetition in a small corporate incubator 

(Chiambaretto et al., 2019; Song et al., 2016). In this context, teams of intrapreneurs 

collaborate and compete to elicit better BMI outcomes. The research paper confirms the 

positive impact of internal coopetition on team performance. In addition, it highlights the 

key role of experienced, dedicated, and neutral intermediaries (referred to as “venture 

developers”) in fostering team engagement and reducing coopetitive tensions. Prior 
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studies yet emphasized the key role of individuals in the management of coopetition 

(Stadtler & van Wassenhove, 2016). This paper goes further by suggesting that skilled 

individual team members facilitate and orchestrate internal coopetition through 

continuous sensemaking processes (Lundgren-Henriksson & Kock, 2016; Pattinson et al., 

2018). As such, this research paper clarifies the role of individuals in the success of 

internal coopetition strategies (Bendig et al., 2018). 

The third research investigates the first and potentially most difficult phase in coopetition: 

The formation stage. Existing studies have largely omitted the early phase of coopetition, 

focusing instead on later stages when risks are lower and the relationship is more 

established (Bouncken et al., 2018; Efrat et al., 2022). This paper delves into the tensions 

unfolding as large competitors begin to engage. It uncovers different sources and types 

of paradoxical tensions manifesting within and between the coopeting firms (Rajala & 

Tidström, 2017; Tidström, 2014). Managing these tensions relies on the known principles 

of separation and integration, as well as the newly discovered principle of reconciliation 

(Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015). Reconciliation by top management is required to overcome 

critical paradoxical tensions which may otherwise compromise formation success. 

Further, the paper uncovers a new and dynamic organizational design for managing the 

paradoxical tensions at internal and external firm levels: Coopetition Formation Teams 

(CFTs). CFTs are boundary-spanning teams oscillating within and between the coopeting 

firms to mitigate paradoxical tensions at both organizational levels at the same time. This 

design can be considered a fundamentally new approach for the multi-level management 

of coopetition (Dorn & Albers, 2018; Raza-Ullah et al., 2014). 

The fourth research papers takes an integrative approach by exploring the management 

of coopetition between SMEs and large firms. Coopetition between different-sized firms 

is exposed to greater levels of risks of opportunism and knowledge theft than coopetition 

between similar-sized companies (Näsholm et al., 2018). Therefore, SMEs must identify 

approaches to manage coopetition with larger companies to reap its benefits while 

avoiding its potentially damaging consequence (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016). Different from 

existing results in the small-business coopetition literature, this paper finds that SME 

coopetition strategies are not necessarily cooperation-dominant (Gast et al., 2019; Kraus 



 
 
 

132 
 

et al., 2019). In coopetition with large firms, SMEs shift among three strategies with 

different coopetition intensities, ranging between cooperation- and competition-dominant 

approaches. Further, while SMEs rely on the known principles of separation and 

integration (Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015), they additionally enact co-ownership to joint 

inventions as a third and new principle to manage the risks of opportunistic tactics and 

asymmetrical knowledge theft on the part of larger firms. Co-ownership to joint 

inventions ensures SMEs’ freedom to operate and facilitates open knowledge exchange 

with large firms toward the creation of breakthrough innovation (Le Roy & Fernandez, 

2015). The paper further shows varying coopetition intensities and risk levels require 

dynamic combinations of management principles to generate new products at varying 

levels of costs and innovativeness (Fernandez et al., 2018; Le Roy et al., 2021). Finally, 

the paper adds to the literature on strategic niche management by highlighting coopetition 

as an important strategic approach for SMEs to accelerate innovation in a niche market 

(Kemp et al., 1998; Schot & Geels, 2008). 

The fifth research paper is a teaching case study that translates the findings of the first 

four research papers into material suitable for a classroom environment. The teaching 

case is situated in the fiercely competitive and highly regulated agrochemical and seed 

industry. Higher development costs, longer development cycles, and greater regulatory 

risks are the key drivers of coopetition relationships in this sector. These partnerships 

include complex cross-licensing collaborations and long-term R&D engagements for the 

creation of breakthrough agrochemical and seed technologies. The case study allows 

students to understand the main drivers, management strategies, and outcomes of 

coopetition in a highly innovation driven sector. It also enables them to identify resource 

complementarities and gaps between competing firms to identify opportunities for future 

coopetitive endeavors. The case also makes reference to the intervention of regulators to 

address anti-trust and collusion law concerns, which are particularly prevalent in highly 

consolidated sectors. Discussing these issues and applying the concepts presented in the 

four research papers offers additional opportunities for future theory building.  
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7.1.2 Contributions for practitioners 

Coopetition has evolved into a powerful business-to-business strategy to access strategic 

resources and gain a competitive advantage (Crick & Crick, 2021). The unique 

combination of collaborative and competitive efforts can provide superior, long-term 

performance to achieve economic, technological, and societal goals (Manzhynski & 

Figge, 2020; Park et al., 2014). However, research also indicates that many coopetitive 

endeavors struggle to deliver on projected results and often dissolve prematurely (Das & 

Teng, 2000). This dissertation seeks to enhance the understanding of managers, decision-

makers, and other relevant practitioners of approaches that are useful for the effective 

management of coopetition relationships. These suggestions are intended to support 

practitioners in the execution of coopetition strategies to achieve better, more robust, and 

longer-lasting performance outcomes. 

The literature review (Research Paper 1) offers practitioners important insights into the 

antecedents, execution, and outcomes of extant coopetition partnerships. Particular 

emphasis is placed on behavioral, cognitive, and multilevel dynamics of coopetitive 

engagements. The integrated framework developed from the results of this study connects 

widely dispersed research findings to generate a comprehensive, unified, and practical 

view of coopetition. Understanding how these areas relate enables practitioners to 

identify which elements have most impact on the successful implementation of their 

individual coopetition strategies. For instance, cognitive elements such as tension or trust 

may directly impact the execution (e.g., knowledge sharing, value creation) and the 

results of coopetitive partnerships (e.g., innovation performance and sustainability 

performance). With these insights, managers and decision-makers may feel empowered 

to adapt their organizations accordingly and institute managerial practices, processes, and 

capabilities that generate positive coopetition outcomes. 

In addition to generating a mutually beneficial relationship between firms, coopetition 

can also push firms’ internal teams to achieve greater levels of performance (Research 

Paper 2). In a corporate incubator, internal coopetition among venture teams can motivate 

teams and facilitate the exchange of knowledge and best-practices, but tensions are 
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inevitable. This study underlines the important role of experienced, skilled, and neutral 

intermediaries (i.e., “venture developers”) in facilitating team interactions and reducing 

tension through continuous sensemaking during the incubation process. The paper 

provides managers of corporate incubators with important insights to foster high-

performing innovation outcomes and indicates how a coopetitive setting can contribute 

to the development of ECs among internal teams of intrapreneurs.      

The formation of coopetitive relationships is one of the most critical and difficult steps in 

coopetition (Research Paper 3). In this early stage, low levels of trust and increased 

skepticism create multiple tensions within and between the engaging firms. If not 

managed properly, these tensions may worsen and compromise the relationship. This 

study provides managers with insights into the nature and sources of tension during the 

formation of coopetition, allowing them to proactively develop organizational 

capabilities and processes in response. The paper suggests the implementation of a new 

organizational design structure to manage internal and external tensions and conflicts: 

CFTs. Finally, the paper draws attention to the critical role of top management in breaking 

prohibitive tensions and successfully catalyzing the formation of coopetitive 

engagements. Top managers should ensure their timely involvement to safeguard this 

outcome.      

Coopetition is not limited to firms of similar size. SMEs increasingly join in coopetition 

with large firms to create powerful innovation outcomes (Research Paper 4). In the fourth 

study, practitioners in SMEs and large companies were interviewed to understand three 

distinct coopetition strategies – co-distribution, technology licensing, and R&D co-

development. In each strategy, SMEs navigate different coopetition intensities by 

dynamically combining the principles of separation, integration, and co-ownership to 

achieve specific innovation outcomes. When their aim is a low-cost, low-risk rapid 

expansion of an existing innovation, they should consider co-distribution. SMEs can 

reduce competition by separating customers and differentiating their offerings through 

distinct branding and packaging. Restricting licenses to specific countries and aligning 

goals and expectations with their larger peers are prerequisites for the success of this 

strategy. SMEs seeking incremental innovation and the expansion of niche technologies 
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into several geographies at medium costs and risks, should approach larger firms for a 

technology licensing strategy. When SME managers seek to create breakthrough 

technological innovation at high costs and high risks, they should consider an R&D co-

development strategy. In this strategy, SME and large firms should form joint project 

teams with separate decision-making authority and select individuals who are able to 

build mutual appreciation, respect, and trust. Finally, SMEs should establish co-

ownership to new IPRs to secure their flexibility and prevent from being blocked by the 

larger firm.  

Delivering breakthrough innovation can become increasingly challenging in industries 

faced with greater levels of technological change, regulatory restrictions, and shifting 

consumer requirements (Research Paper 5). The teaching case study in this dissertation 

helps practitioners to understand the emergence, management, and possible outcomes of 

coopetition in such environment. The study highlights the benefits of coopetition in 

leveraging competitors’ complementary resources and helps managers evaluate when and 

how to pursue coopetition strategies.  
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7.1.3 Limitations and directions for future research 

This dissertation was guided by the highest theoretical and methodological standards. 

However, the results in each paper have limitations which may offer opportunities for 

future research. All papers in this dissertation employ a qualitative research methodology 

which carries a greater risk of subjectivity and interpretation biases than quantitative 

approaches (Miles & Huberman, 1994). To address this concern, the empirical studies in 

this dissertation project followed the specific guidelines set forth by Lincoln and Guba 

Systematic literature review

Coopetition research: A systematic review on 
recent accomplishments and future 

trajectories

Contributions toward academia Contributions for practitioners
1

 Connects a fragmented set of 
most recent findings towards an 
updated, cohesive, and integrated 
view on coopetition research 
 Identifies emerging themes and 

future trends to focus forthcoming 
research

 Stresses interdependencies 
between activities determining 
coopetition success
 Identifies synergies, obstacles, 

and opportunities for the success 
of coopetition implementation

Empirical research paper I

Fostering entrepreneurial competencies for 
business model innovation – the case of Audi 

Denkwerkstatt

 Shows how internal coopetition 
can foster entrepreneurial 
competencies to elicit business 
model innovation
 Foregrounds the role of 

sensemaking to manage 
coopetitive tension among internal 
teams

 Highlights the beneficial role of 
coopetition to boost innovation 
performance within internal teams 
of corporate incubators
 Underlines coopetition as an 

important competence for nascent 
entrepreneurs

Empirical research paper II

Managing paradoxical tensions to initiate 
coopetition: The rise of Coopetition 

Formation Teams

 Uncovers the types, sources, and 
management of paradoxical 
tensions in coopetition formation
 Identifies Coopetition Formation 

Teams and associated principles 
for the multi-level management of 
coopetition formation

 Emphasizes the need for a 
dedicated team of coopetition 
experts to manage tensions at the 
internal and external firm level
 Foregrounds the role of top 

management as supporting actors 
during coopetition formation

Empirical research paper III

Always on par? How SMEs manage 
coopetition for innovation with large firms

 Shows how SMEs shift between 
cooperation- and competition-
dominant strategies and a mix of 
separation, integration, and co-
ownership principles to offset 
asymmetrical risks in coopetition 
with large firms

 Identifies three strategies for 
SMEs to manage coopetition with 
large firms
 Each strategy involves different 

levels of costs and risks depending 
on innovation outcomes 

Teaching case study

The agrochemicals and seed industry: 
Leveraging coopetition for breakthrough 

innovation

 Among the first teaching case 
studies dedicated to coopetition 
for innovation
 Allows to holistically understand 

the drivers, management, and 
outcomes of coopetition in a 
highly concentrated and regulated 
sector

 Emphasizes the relevance of 
coopetition for the survival and 
growth of firms in high-tech sectors
 Shows how firms can balance the 

risks and rewards of coopetition 
strategies

2

3

4

5

Figure 12: Contributions of this dissertation for academics and practitioners. 
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(1985) for ensuring the rigorous quality of qualitative research. These guidelines identify 

four quality criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and conformability. 

The element of credibility concerns the extent to which the informants’ views are 

reflected in the data derived from their responses. In this dissertation, the credibility of 

the qualitative research was strengthened in several ways. First, for each paper, extensive 

data were obtained from multiple sources until theoretical saturation was reached 

(Eisenhardt, 1989). Second, the empirical results were shared and reviewed with the 

respondents and industry experts (e.g., industry consultants) to confirm that the 

conclusions accurately represented their opinions and beliefs. Third, in all empirical 

papers, the key informant method was applied. On this approach, specific organizational 

members are asked about organizational phenomena as a whole. This allows the 

researcher to draw on individuals with extensive knowledge of the phenomenon being 

studied (Taylor & Blake, 2015). Fourth, multiple assessors were engaged in several 

rounds of data analysis, and they participated in ongoing comparisons and discussions of 

their individual results to arrive at a consensus (Skjott Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). 

Fifth, for the purpose of triangulation, multiple data sources were employed to verify the 

collected evidence (Denzin, 2017, pp. 58–68). 

The second element relates to transferability, that is, the extent to which the results are 

applicable to other research settings. Sandelowski (1986) describes transferability as 

“fittingness,”  or  the  degree  to  which  findings  fit  situations  outside  of  the  context 

in which they were obtained. Devers (1999) suggests that for findings to be transferrable, 

“the contexts must be similar (…). Therefore, it is the role of the researcher to identify 

key aspects of  the  context  from  which  the  findings  emerge  and  the  extent  to  which  

they  may  be  applicable  to  other  contexts” (Devers, 1999, p. 1165). Some of the 

conclusions in this dissertation were drawn from studies that focused on the agrochemical 

and seed industry (Research paper 3, 4, and 5). Therefore, the transferability and thus 

generalizability of these findings may be limited to industries with similar characteristics. 

However, the intent of these studies was not to derive generalizable results. Rather, it was 

to provide the groundwork for future research and theory building on coopetition which 

is a largely inadequately explored phenomenon. The subject of the teaching case study is 
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an entire industry, and its results may be applicable to industries with similar 

characteristics in which coopetition strategies are frequently pursued.  

The third element, dependability, refers to the degree to which the research process is 

consistent and documented (Moon et al., 2016). The process of data collection, analysis, 

and interpretation must be clearly described, enabling other researchers to arrive at similar 

findings if they replicate these. Each paper in this study details how the sample was 

selected, how data coding was performed, and how emerging themes and patterns within 

the data were identified and distilled using a coding scheme (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Primary data collection was performed through semi-structured interviews, facilitated by 

pre-tested standardized interview guides which were attached to each study (Research 

project 3 and 4). Each interview was recorded, transcribed, and saved for potential future 

research. Finally, all studies describe the coding scheme and a coding software employed 

to facilitate the coding procedure and data analysis (LaPlaca et al., 2018).  

The last element, conformability, refers to the objectivity of the research and whether 

other researchers can validate the findings (Drisko, 1997). This element reflects the extent 

to which there is a clear decision trail from the collected data to the presented results and 

conclusions can be easily verified, followed, and understood by others (Cutcliffe & 

McKenna, 2004). Studies that achieve a greater level of conformability demonstrate that 

their data and results are clearly linked. This dissertation clearly connected the specific 

features of the selected cases and the justification for the research designs to the relevant 

research questions. Detailed data excerpts, such as verbatim quotations from the 

informants, provide evidence for the results and substantiate the conclusions. Finally, in 

each paper, the results are contrasted with those of similar prior publications in the area 

of coopetition management.    

The results of this dissertation provide numerous opportunities for future research. The 

systematic literature review (Research Paper 1) analyzes the most recent 

accomplishments and identifies promising trends and issues in the field. Future literature 

reviews could examine these trends to determine how they have advanced theory in the 

field. The findings on the role of coopetition in improving performance outcomes in 

corporate incubators (Research Paper 2) open another exciting avenue for research. 
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Future researchers could employ a multi-case approach to compare, contrast, and measure 

the impact of internal coopetition across multiple incubators from various industries.  

The formation of coopetition relationships (Research Paper 3) is another promising area 

for future scholarship. The identification of multiple paradoxical tensions in the formation 

stage inevitably leads to the question of how these differ from those arising in the later 

phases of coopetition. Future researchers could investigate the intensity of these tensions 

over the entire life cycle of a coopetition relationship, for example by conducting a 

longitudinal case study. The observed patterns in this study may be further examined by 

quantitative approaches, for instance through the use of large-scale field surveys. 

Managing coopetition between SMEs and large firms is another exciting research area 

with significant growth potential (Research Paper 4). Future studies could analyze the 

coopetitive tensions unfolding at different organizational levels in small and large 

companies, for instance by using a longitudinal approach. Furthermore, new research 

projects may investigate how small and large competitors collectively innovate with other 

non-competing partners (e.g., universities, governmental agencies, etc.) and how such 

multi-partner relationships are managed.  

Despite its limitations and opportunities for future research, this publication-based 

dissertation contributes to a more nuanced understanding of coopetition management 

across firm types. Given the high relevance of this stream of coopetition research, 

scholars are encouraged to build upon and expand these results. 
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