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Abstract 
 
Title: A Coopetitive Environment and Its Effects on Knowledge Sharing - A Single-Case Study on 
Actors in Coopetitive Relationships 
 
Authors: Johanna Järvinen and Emmelié Ylinenpää 
 
Supervisor: Cecilia Enberg 
 
Date: May 23, 2017 
 
Background: Coopetition literature has been given a lot of interest in recent years but research on 
coopetition on the individual level of analysis and its effects on employees are scarce. 
 
Aim: To understand and indicate how coopetitive situations in a coopetitive environment affect 
individual employees and knowledge sharing between them. 
 
Methodology: This study has been conducted in two stages. First, a pre-study was conducted with 
five participants and the findings have been further used to develop a main study. The main study is a 
case study and follows a qualitative approach. Data has been collected through seven semi-structured 
interviews, documents and two onsite visits. The chosen case is an IT- and Management Consultancy 
company located in Stockholm, Sweden. 
 
Findings: Coopetitive situations affect individual level knowledge sharing in two stages. First, 
individuals’ attitudes toward knowledge sharing is influenced by the actor’s position as either 
competitive or collaborative dominant. Ultimately, regardless of the actor’s position, the choice to 
share knowledge is affected by the type of knowledge, individual factors as well as organizational 
factors. 
 
Concepts: Coopetition, coopetitive situation, knowledge sharing, organizational context, 
individual motivators 
 
Keywords: Coopetition, knowledge sharing, individual level of analysis 
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1. Introduction 
 
This chapter provides an introduction, a background to the problem and a research gap. As part of 
the introduction, the findings and conclusions from a conducted pre-study will be presented and used 
to indicate a research gap and a purpose of the research. The employee perspective on coopetition is 
studied, therefore the importance of the individual participation, expressed here as knowledge 
sharing, is introduced., 
 

1.1 Background 
 
To win on a battlefield and be victorious in the art of war, Sun Tzu hinted that one should keep his 
friends close and his enemies closer (E.g Sunzi, 2007). The logic is simple, you need to separate friend 
from foe and focus your energy on using your friendships to deceive the foe for personal victory. Sun 
Tzu also made a point in suggesting that he who wins has his army behind him, in the same spirits and 
with the same goal as him. To be victorious in battle, you need to share the same goal and spirits, trust 
your teammates and work together as one (ibid). But what happens, pray tell, in a situation where the 
enemy is your teammate and you have two battles to fight at the same time: an individual one and a 
collective one? 
 
A situation as mentioned above is called coopetition, where "competitive and cooperative parts of co-
opetition occur between the same set of actors, signifying that coopetition means that an actor (be 
they an individual, group, organization, or network) simultaneously cooperates and competes with the 
counterpart/s in a coopetitive relationship'' (Bengtsson, Eriksson and Wincent, 2010, p. 200). On the 
one hand, individuals are collaborating with each other by mutually helping each other and working 
together to succeed as a team. On the other hand, individuals are in competition against each other, 
competing over a personal achievement which only one person can get. The result of simultaneous 
elements of cooperation and competition is often described to impose hostility, tension and a sense of 
unease (Bengtsson and Kock, 2000; Tidström, 2014). The hostility affects relationships between 
individuals, how work is conducted and how knowledge is shared (Bengtsson and Kock, 2000). 
 
As posed in the example above, what happens in the situation where the same set of actors are in 
simultaneous cooperation and competition with their counterparts? The conflicting logics of 
competition and cooperation simultaneously occurring on a set of individual actors lack depth in 
previous literature, thus it is difficult to accurately know, how coopetitive situations affect individuals 
working in such an environment. 
 
Coopetition has primarily been studied on inter and intra firm levels, including studies about the effects 
of coopetition, but studies on the effects of individual level coopetition are lacking significant attention 
in comparison to studies on inter and intra firm levels (see Table 2 on page 13 for an overview of 
publications on individual level coopetition). The lack of attention may be due to the 
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fact that coopetition has only recently been recognized to occur on individual level (Hutter, Hautz, 
Füller, Mueller, and Matzler, 2011) whereas the effects of coopetition are broadly studied on inter and 
intra firm levels (e.g. Tidström, 2014; Tsai, 2002). Few studies made on individual level coopetition 
have studied different types of coopetition (Hutter et al., 2011) and the perceived job efficiency 
(Hatcher and Ross, 1991; Lin, Wang, Tsai, and Hsu, 2010). These studies recognize that coopetition 
may affect the way individuals work due to the competitive elements of such a situation. For instance, 
it is proposed that coopetition may impede knowledge sharing between individuals. Thereby, there is 
a need to investigate the effects of coopetition occurring on the individual level and investigate 
individual level coopetition further. 
 
Thus, to explore a topic that lacks comprehensiveness in previous literature, we have conducted a pre-
study to better understand what the effects of coopetitive situations occurring on an individual level 
are. As a part of a problem background to develop our final research question, a presentation of the 
results gained from our pre-study is provided below. The findings frame a research gap of interest for 
our main study. The methodology of the pre-study is presented in the methodology chapter (Chapter 
2). 
 

1.2 Empirical Findings from the Pre-study 
 
The pre-study is exploratory in design and it has been completed with a qualitative approach. The 
data has been collected through five semi structured phone interviews. In this section, the 
empirical findings of the pre-study are presented. 
 
It is recognized by all the informants that coopetition exists on an individual level and that coopetitive 
situations may suddenly arise in situations that have previously been either collaborative or 
competitive dominant. For instance, team members can suddenly become rivals if competition over 
bonuses or job assignments arises between team members. Similarly, rivals can suddenly become 
collaborators if a team incentive is introduced. Informant Q describes that he is used to working in 
coopetitive situations that occur on individual level: "I work in teams and our task is to run projects 
for our clients. I am also competing against my colleagues because I am selected to the next project 
based on my own personal work [performance]. Not everyone gets selected to the next project. 
Usually, one or maximum two from the same team and we are five or six in the same team". Informant 
Y explains that "In my sales team, we have individual bonuses and the top sellers of the month get 
extra benefits. But at the same time, we also get team bonuses if the whole team exceeds a certain 
sales record. This puts us to collaborate together, too, and help each other because we want to have 
more bonuses". Thus, with these pieces of evidence, it is indicated that coopetition may occur on an 
individual level. 
 
When elements of cooperation and competition emerge simultaneously it may cause distress and 
tension on the individual level. Informant Y explains his feelings regarding coopetitive situations:  
"At first when I started working here, I thought it was odd to compete with my colleagues. Now, as it 
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is an everyday situation to me, it is OK". Informant W, in turn, describes that coopetitive situations 
enclose tensions: "Once a new assignment is introduced [and not everyone can get it] my employees 
become a little bit nervous of each other. I can feel some tension" which is aligned with the rest of the 
informants' perceptions. Thereby, these examples illustrate that none of the informants consider 
simultaneous cooperation and competition negative even though at the initial stages of coopetition 
distress may occur. 
 
Due to the tension arising from coopetition, individuals may change the way they work according to 
what is required to do to outperform team members. For instance, Informant X describes that "I'm 
more motivated to work for my own success and so I put the most effort into achieving my own goals 
and second comes the team" while Informant Z is aware that "A key to success [--] is to be close to 
your team members and take something from [one of them] and use it for your own benefit". These 
examples indicate that someone's willingness to cooperate can decrease when any kind of individual 
incentive exists, whereas someone else aims to collaborate more to learn from others which could later 
be used for exploitation. 
 
Most prominently, the informants describe that they think more carefully on how to communicate with 
other parties in coopetitive relationships and some knowledge hoarding exists. "You have to think more 
carefully what to say to others", is how Informant Q explains how coopetition affects his way of 
working which is aligned with the rest of the informants' perceptions. When asked why it is needed to 
be careful what to say to others Informant Q continues to state that knowledge that can lead to personal 
benefits is better to keep for oneself. Informant W presents arguments in the same line: "I think most 
of the people here think that first come personal performance and then come the team because it is 
natural to put [personal interests] first and that's why not everything is shared here even though the 
team should come first". Informant Z's commenting is along the same line: "I guess I should contribute 
to my team with my best knowledge but first I want to secure my own back". These pieces of evidence 
show that especially knowledge that is valuable for the attainment of personal gains is being withheld 
at times even if sharing the knowledge would be beneficial for collective gains. However, all 
informants acknowledge that knowledge sharing is crucial for the success of completing team 
performance and achieving team goals: "It would be for everyone's best to share", Informant Z says. 
With these pieces of evidence, it can be suggested that coopetition often leads to a situation that 
individuals hesitate whether to share valuable knowledge among other members of the organization 
for the collective gain or to keep it for personal gain. All informants express that they are concerned 
with the negative effects of competitiveness on knowledge sharing in coopetitive situations. 
 
Withholding knowledge in coopetitive situations has remained relatively unspoken between 
individuals inside companies, yet, it is acknowledged by all the informants that knowledge hoarding 
exists because of competitive elements. All informants declare that the topic has remained unspoken 
because people are unwilling to admit that they are hoarding knowledge. They are afraid of being 
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labeled as opportunistic or egoistic which is represented, for instance, by Informant W's comment:  
"If you say [out loud] you don't share knowledge others think you are crafty and self-centered. That's 
why no one admits they don't share" which is also supported by Informant Z's comment: "No one 
wants to be the bad guy so of course, no one admits they wouldn't share". Instead of admitting that 
knowledge is being withheld from others, employees seem to convince each other that their emphasis 
is on the achievement of collective goals even though the informants doubt other employee's' 
trustworthiness in these claims. They rather believe that everyone strives for personal achievements 
and benefits. Since knowledge sharing is perceived to be important, all the informants consider that it 
would be interesting to understand if employees share their knowledge as commonly claimed, or does 
knowledge sharing actually suffer as commonly suggested. 
 
 
 

1.3 Discussion, Conclusions   and   Our   Identified   Research   Gap  
Literature has only recently recognized that coopetition can exist on the individual level along with 
inter and intra firm levels (Hutter et al., 2011) and our findings from the pre-study support the notion 
that individual level coopetition can occur. In the pre-study, we have indicated that cooperation and 
competition can simultaneously emerge among employees. As a result, it is indicated that the way 
employees work tends to change. Especially, working toward collective gains decreases. These 
findings are aligned with prior studies addressing that coopetition has an impact on individuals' way 
of working (Bengtsson and Kock, 2000). The most mentioned and discussed concern of possible 
effects coopetition may cause on individuals is that knowledge sharing may be affected by the 
coopetitive environment. Similarly, literature regarding individual level coopetition is proposing that 
knowledge sharing may suffer under coopetitive situations (Hutter et al., 2011; Lin et al., 2010). 
Individuals are triggered to withhold knowledge for individual achievements while they also 
acknowledge that knowledge sharing would be beneficial for team performance. That said, central for 
coopetitive situations is that it may cause individuals to face a dilemma whether to share knowledge 
for collective gains or withhold it for personal gains. 
 
 
Based on the insights received from the pre-study, we have discovered that knowledge sharing 
between individuals is prone to be affected in coopetitive situations. The topic is of interest among the 
informants, and to us, and raises concerns. Thus, we have decided to investigate more specifically in 
what ways knowledge sharing is affected by individual level coopetition in our subsequent main study. 
 

1.4 Problem Definition and Purpose 
 
A challenge caused by coopetition, identified in our pre-study, suggest that individuals in coopetitive 
situations experience a dilemma of knowledge sharing - a dilemma whether to share valuable 
knowledge among other members of the organization for the collective gain or to keep it for personal 
gain. It is important to better understand the reasons what causes individuals to either withhold or 
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share valuable knowledge. This, because the extent to which knowledge is shared affects individual 
performance as well as the team's collective performance, contributing to the organizational learning 
(Ipe, 2003). An organization learns by interpreting and integrating the knowledge of its employees, 
making it consistent and finally institutionalizing it by providing its availability for everyone through 
individual level knowledge sharing (Crossan, Lane, and White, 1999). Similarly, Swart and Kinnie 
(2010) highlight the employee's' role in organizations as the most crucial players in contributing to the 
organizational pool of knowledge and development of processes. 
 
That is to say, knowledge is strategically one of the most important resources of a firm and central to 
organizational learning along with providing grounds for competitive advantage (Grant, 1996). 
Consequently, knowledge is a prerequisite for the creation of competitive advantage but it is solely 
insufficient for sustaining it because the creation of value is dependent on the extent to which a firm 
acquires, develops, and integrates knowledge (Barney, 1991). Thus, organizational learning facilitated 
by individual level knowledge sharing provides means to achieve sustainable competitive advantage 
(Crossan et al., 1999). Thereby as knowledge and knowledge sharing play crucial roles in coopetition, 
the purpose of this thesis is to understand and indicate how coopetitive situations in a coopetitive 
environment affect individual employees and knowledge sharing between them. To answer our 
research purpose, we ask the following research question: 
 
In what ways is knowledge sharing between employees affected by coopetitive situations? 
 
Literature is still in its infancy and lacks comprehensiveness on the analysis made on individual level 
coopetition, it shall be declared that we are inspired by the concept of coopetition originally stemming 
from inter and intra firm levels. We shall derive the paradoxical relation of simultaneous competition 
and cooperation and develop this paradox into a coopetitive environment that can be applied to 
individual level analysis for the purpose of this thesis. 
 

1.5 Outline of the thesis 
 
This study consists of six chapters. Chapter 1 introduces individual level coopetition through 
findings derived from a pre-study which has uncovered a research gap and motivation for our main 
study. In chapter 2, the methodology of the pre-study and the main study is presented to introduce the 
reader in detail how the studies have been conducted. In chapter 3, a framework of the theory is 
presented to provide understanding regarding our chosen topic and to create a frame of reference to 
analyze the collected data with. In chapter 4 the empirical findings of our main study are presented. 
Chapter 5 presents a discussion of the collected data in relation to the theoretical framework presented 
in chapter 2. Finally, in chapter 6, we will answer the research question, draws conclusions based on 
our findings and provide managerial recommendations. The final chapter will end with suggestions 
for future research and our final words. 
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1.6 Definitions 
 

Table 1 below presents definitions of terms and concepts that are essential for the study. 
 

Term Definition 
  

Coopetition ‘’ competitive and cooperative parts of co-opetition occur between the same set of actors, 
 signifying that co-opetition means that an actor (be they an individual, group, organization, or 
 network) simultaneously cooperates and competes with the counterpart/s in a coopetitive 
 relationship’’ (Bengtsson et al., 2010, p 200) 
  

Coopetitive 
situation ‘’ (...) competitive and cooperative aspects appear simultaneously’’ (Okura and Carfi, 2014, 

 p. 459). 
  

Competitive 
situation ‘’In (...) competitive situations, competitive elements clearly outweigh the cooperative 

 elements, and people tend to experience high levels of distrust, selfish and defensive desires, 
 and the motivation to engage in strategic behaviors (Adam and Brett, 2015, p.45). 
  

Cooperative 
situation ‘’ In (...) cooperative situations, cooperative elements clearly outweigh the competitive 

 elements, and people tend to experience high levels of trust, benevolence, and the motivation to 
 work together’’ (Adam and Brett, 2015, p. 45). 

  
Knowledge Information processed by individuals including ideas, facts, skills, and justifications that are 

 relevant for the individual’s performance (Alavi & Leidner, 2001; Bartol & Srivastava, 2002). 

  
Knowledge sharing Knowledge sharing is a process through which individuals make their knowledge available to 

 others (Ipe, 2004) 

  
 

Table 1: Definitions of main concepts 

 
Coopetition is the topic central to the study and explains a competitive relationship between 
collaborators, where competitive and collaborative elements appear at the same time. It has been most 
commonly used to explain a collaborative effort with natural competitors in the same markets. A 
coopetitive situation emerges when a change happens in an already established environment, either 
by more collaborative elements being added or by competitive elements being added. A traditional 
competitive situation appears when competitive elements completely outweigh collaborative 
elements and invite distrust, opportunistic behaviors and strategic thinking to the environment. A 
collaborative situation, on the other hand, is characterized by a higher level of collaborative elements, 
such as a high degree of trust and where individuals are motivated to work together. (Adam and Brett, 
2015; Bengtsson et al., 2010; Okura and Carfi, 2014) 

 
Knowledge  
Researchers are still in dispute to clarify what ‘knowledge' is (Grant, 1996) and the consensus on the 
distinction between knowledge and information has not been reached (Fernie, Green, Weller, and 
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Newcombe, 2003; Wang and Noe, 2010). Grant (1996) provides the simplest explanation for 
knowledge as "that which is known" (p. 110) and acknowledges that there are different types of 
knowledge. Nonaka (1994) suggest for the distinction between knowledge and information that 
information is a mean of portraying messages whereas knowledge derives from information and is 
justified by one's belief. Other researchers suggest that information can be considered as knowledge 
but knowledge goes beyond information by including, for instance, know-how (Kogut and Zander, 
1992; Machlup, 1980; Zander and Kogut, 1995). Tsoukas and Vladimirou (2001), claim, in turn, that  
"knowledge is the individual capability to draw distinctions, within a domain of action, based on an 
appreciation of context or theory, or both" (p.973). For the purpose of this thesis, knowledge is 
considered as information processed by individuals including ideas, facts, skills, and justifications that 
are relevant to the individual's performance (Alavi and Leidner, 2001; Bartol & Srivastava, 2002). 
 
Knowledge Sharing  
Knowledge sharing is a process through which individuals make their knowledge available to others 
(Ipe, 2004). Knowledge sharing involves at least two parties, the sender of knowledge who shares 
knowledge and the recipient of knowledge who intends to acquire the knowledge (Hendriks, 1999; 
Siemsen, Balasubramanian, and Roth, 2007). This thesis is focused on the sender and his/her 
motivations to share knowledge because knowledge sharing can only occur by the initiative of the 
sender as sharing implies that it is a voluntary act made by an individual who participates in the 
exchange of knowledge even if it is not compulsory to do so (Ipe, 2004), thus, the sender can be 
considered as the fundamental building block for knowledge sharing. 
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2. Methodology 
 
In this chapter, we will present the methodology for our pre-study and our main study and explain our 
choice of approach, sampling and data collection. We will explain how the data have been analyzed 
and what limitations we have considered. In the end of the chapter, we will discuss ethical 
considerations and the trustworthiness of our results. 
 

2.1 Literature research 
 
We have conducted a literature review prior to our pre-study to research previous articles and studies 
on the topic of individual level coopetition. Webster and Watson (2002) highlight the importance of 
looking to the past and analyze it to be able to prepare and research the future. We have followed 
Webster and Watson's (2002) suggestions to identify relevant literature. First, we have searched for 
peer-reviewed publications in journals, and then we have followed the research thread backward by 
looking at the sources used. We have found the literature used by searching in the following four 
databases: Google Scholar, Linköping University's Unisearch, Web of Science, and Scopus. 
Additionally, we have identified keywords and agreed to look at each title, abstract and all sources to 
determine the relevance of the articles. By looking at the sources used, we have gained ideas of what 
to search and read next. 
 
During this research, we have seen that the topic of coopetition is popular, with a growing number of 
publications. However, we have also recognized that most of the literature is on coopetition between 
firms or between units inside firms. At the occasions where coopetition on all levels of analysis has 
been displayed, it has been suggested that the results could be applied for individual level analysis but 
they lack explicitly stating how. Thus, they provide encouragements for researchers to investigate 
individual-level analysis (Dorn et al., 2016). A few authors have, during more recent years, begun to 
investigate coopetition on the individual level, but the literature is still scarce. This has led us to 
conduct a pre-study to get more information from individuals who are or have worked in a coopetitive 
environment and with coopetitive situations. 
 
Table 2 below presents an overview of some of the more conclusive articles we have found on the 
individual level of analysis and their contributions. 
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Authors Level of Type Contribution 

 Analysis   
    

Baruch and Lin Individual Empirical Introduces coopetition model to explain the relations 
(2012)   among team performance and knowledge sharing 

    

Bengtsson and Multiple level, Conceptual Suggest that coopetition is a relationship which is 
Kock (2014) individual level  paradoxical between two or more actors despite a 

 mentioned  horizontal or vertical  connection. 
    

Dorn et al. (2016) Multiple level, Conceptual Develop a coherent understanding of coopetition on a 
 individual level  multiple levels of analysis 
 mentioned   
    

Hatcher and Ross Individual Empirical Examines the effects of a shift from individual 
(1991)   incentives to gainsharing plan on employee attitudes 

   and performance 
    

Hutter et al. Individual Empirical Introduces individual behavior types working under a 
(2011)   coopetitive situation 

    

Lin et al. (2010) Individual Empirical Establishes a coopetition model to explain 
   the formation of perceived job effectiveness in team 
   collaboration 
    

Liu et al. (2015) Individual Empirical Proposes a model to explain the formation of team 
   agility and performance based on coopetition theory 
   that is derived from economics literature 
    

Tidström (2008) Multiple level, Conceptual Explore the nature of coopetition and identify the actors 
 individual level  and operational levels in coopetition 
 mentioned   
    

Table 2: Created by the authors: Overview of previous studies on individual level coopetition 
 
By conducting the pre-study, we have been able to better understand how coopetitive situations affect 
individuals, and confirm if coopetition occurring on an individual level has shown actual effects on 
individuals' way of work as proposed by previous literature. The pre-study results have been used to 
develop a foundation for a subsequent main study to attain findings for a particular problem situation 
or focus of interest (Sreejesh, Sanjay and Mohapatra, 2014). 
 

2.2 Pre-Study Research Design and Sampling 
 
The pre-study has been exploratory in design to gain insights and familiarity for a topic that has gained 
less attention in the previous literature. The focus has been on determining any possible effects of 
coopetition on individuals, thus an explorative research design has been selected because it provides 
opportunities to familiarize with the topic in a flexible manner generating possible directions for future 
research (Yin, 2014). Qualitative methods have been used to unveil any possible effects of coopetition 
on individuals and thus, the focus has been on the meaning and understanding of any possible 
phenomenon that exists in the context of individual level coopetition. 
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Since we do not know much about the effects of coopetition on individuals, the only requirement for 
the pre-study participants involved has been to select people with working experience from a 
coopetitive environment to ensure that relevant data can be collected. By including informants who 
have real-life experiences of a coopetitive situation, we have been able to gain relevant data that 
provides us in-depth information on topics that are central in coopetitive situations, as "the logic and 
power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases" (Patton, 2002, p. 230). Based 
on everyday discussions with peers and acquaintances, we have recognized that consultancy firms and 
sales oriented companies often entail coopetitive situations. With this initial lead, we have contacted 
a total of five informant candidates from consultancy firms and sales oriented companies with the aim 
to explain that we are conducting an individual level study concerning coopetitive situations and to 
propose to have an informal, yet, semi-structured telephone interview regarding their experiences 
working in coopetitive situations. All five candidates have recognized to have experience of working 
in coopetitive situations and to be willing to participate in the pre-study, thus they have proven their 
suitability for the interview. By interviewing the five candidates, we have decided to limit our sample 
size to five as we have been able to find a research gap for the subsequent main study, thus we have 
been able to answer the purpose of the pre-study. 
 
2.2.1 Methods for collecting data 
 
The data have been collected through informal semi-structured telephone interviews. We have asked 
the participants, who acknowledge that they are familiar with coopetitive situations, for their input on 
the subject in order to identify if coopetition has an effect on these individuals' way of working. The 
interviews have lasted around 20 minutes each and they have been informal in nature to ensure natural 
discussion between the researchers and the interviewees regarding their experiences with coopetitive 
situations. During the interviews, notes have been taken and used for further analysis. We have 
confirmed that our interpretations have been correct by sending the results of each interview to the 
corresponding interviewee. In addition, by sending the interpretations to the interviewees, we have 
asked for clarification and correction of the topics, and by that, we have eliminated the possibility of 
misinterpretation. 
 
2.2.2 Analysis 
 
In order to make sense of the data collected, they have been systematically analyzed. We have followed 
the suggestions of Miles and Huberman (1994) and analyzed our qualitative data in three steps. These 
steps are 1) data reduction, 2) data display, and 3) drawing conclusions. As a first step, we have 
organized useful and relevant data by color coding it. For instance, every perception related to 
coopetition has been colored. The coded data have been copied on a separate excel sheet. The 
remaining, unnecessary data has been eliminated. As a second step, coded data have been categorized 
in order to identify patterns and themes based on what effects coopetition has on individuals. 
Categorizes arising have been, for instance, knowledge sharing and tension. Lastly, as 
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the final step, we have been able to draw conclusions from the identified patterns and themes which 
are presented earlier in chapter one along with the empirical data. 
 
2.2.3 Limitations of Pre-Study 
 
The pre-study has been conducted to gain background information regarding individual level 
coopetition with the aim to reveal any interests or problem situations within the context. As the 
findings only provide insights into a given context, the results are tentative and non-definite. The study 
approach is qualitative; thus the findings cannot be generalized (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). 
Furthermore, the sample size utilized has been small, thus all perceptions that could be of importance 
to the topic may have remained uncovered. The interviews have been conducted in English while 
everybody involved represents non-native English speakers, thus misunderstandings can have 
occurred in every respect. In addition, instead of tape recording interviews, notes have been taken and 
can have resulted in the loss of potentially valuable data. 
 

2.3 Main Study 
 
The second phase of the study consists of the main study which is grounded on the gains from the pre-
study. After discovering that coopetitive environment is believed, and has been observed, to affect 
knowledge sharing between employees, we have redefined our research question to examine the 
effects of coopetition on knowledge sharing between individuals. The following section presents how 
the main study has been designed and conducted. 
 
2.3.1 Research Design 
 
In our research, we aim to find an answer to a question in what ways knowledge sharing between 
employees takes place and is affected by competitive situations. The nature of the research is to 
uncover and understand an occurring phenomenon that people have constructed in a real-life context. 
Since the topic has not gained attention in the previous literature, we can best answer our question by 
producing a thick description of the effects of coopetition on knowledge sharing between individuals 
(Yin, 2014). This requires a deeper study of events that can only be captured by gaining access to 
meanings and thus, a qualitative research design has been chosen (ibid). 
 
Our research question is explorative and seeks to add knowledge to an area by being inspired by other 
levels of analysis and it aims at explaining linkages for why things happen as they do. As we seek to 
add to the existing knowledge and derive new knowledge, the research has been inspired by an 
inductive approach where data is collected from our chosen context leading to the creation of new 
theory (Merriam, 2009). By collecting data from coopetitive situations and finding results on how the 
two conflicting logics of cooperation and competition derive different influences to knowledge 
sharing, we aim to contribute to the creation of new theory regarding individual level coopetition. 
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2.3.2 Research strategy 
 
In order to uncover and understand in-depth in what ways coopetitive situations affect knowledge 
sharing between individuals, we have decided to conduct a single case study. The context studied is 
grounded by the employees' everyday situations within an organization which provides an 
environment where the different dynamics can be explored in a bounded system (Merriam, 2009), thus 
our chosen company being examined serves as the case of our study. With the help of a single case 
study, we have had the opportunity to study a context at proximity by observing details within one 
organization and receive the context-dependent knowledge. We have also gathered experiences which 
have been used to generate new theory and add to the topic of coopetition (Flyvbjerg, 2006). In 
addition, the study can be seen as a revelatory case providing an initial conceptual basis in the topic 
since, as discussed earlier, the research captures a phenomenon that has received little attention by 
other researchers in the chosen context. Thereby, a single case study can be considered as a justified 
method to uncover conditions leading to revelatory results (Yin, 2014). 
 

2.4 Empirical Data 
 
This section explains how the sample has been selected leading to the collection of the 
empirical data. 
 
2.4.1 Sampling 
 
Two levels of sampling have been needed to select the units of analysis. First, the case company has 
been selected that presents our case followed by a selection of informants within the case company. 
For the first level of sampling, the case company has been selected based on its relevance for reflecting 
the purpose of the study (Merriam, 2009), and for its opportunity to provide everyday situations that 
represent the phenomenon in a real-world context (Yin, 2014). In order to find an information-rich 
case that reflects the purpose of the study, we have followed criterion-based selection provided by 
LeCompte and Schensul (2010) and determined selection criteria which have guided the identification 
of relevant companies. The first selection criteria implied addresses that everyday activities within the 
company are undertaken in a coopetitive context, meaning that elements of both competition and 
cooperation are simultaneously present in everyday work tasks among its employees. This criterion is 
introduced to ensure that the case takes place in the context that the study examines. The second criteria 
implied addresses that the company is knowledge intensive, meaning that knowledge has a weighted 
importance over any other input (Starbuck, 1992). This criterion is introduced to emphasize the 
importance of the chosen phenomenon, knowledge sharing. 
 
Based on our pre-study, we have recognized that consultancy firms, as well as sales oriented 
companies, often meet our predetermined selection criteria, and we have decided to contact 15 
companies including 14 consultancy firms and one sales company. The contact has been made via e- 
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mail enclosing our research plan along with the selection criteria indicating the required environment 
in a company that we are prospecting to study. Companies that initially recognized their suitability to 
the study have been contacted via phone for further consultation to ensure that the companies meet the 
selection criteria. The company that presents our case in the study has been selected based on the 
notion that it has shown the most potential in representing our study and providing a foundation for 
information-rich data collection. The company consists of a number of independent units where the 
selection criteria are met, thus the company has provided multiple settings that offer insights and 
illuminate meanings of coopetitive situations. 
 
The second level of sampling has concerned selecting informants within the case company. We have 
determined selection criteria which guided the identification of relevant employees to be interviewed. 
The first selection criteria determined is that the informant must work in a recognized coopetitive 
situation, work in team formation and experience competition against other employees on a daily basis. 
This ensures that we can explore the individual's’ perception on coopetition. The second selection 
criteria determined is that maximum two employees from the same business unit can be selected 
because by including informants from different units we could collect data from varying situations 
and thus, broaden the possible perspectives and alternative explanations available. 
 
We have communicated our selection criteria of the informants to our company contact in the chosen 
case company and we have been provided a list of employees who meet the criteria. 20 employees 
have been contacted via email articulating the purpose of the study along with our interest in 
interviewing employees that meet the predetermined criteria. The employees that have shown their 
interest in participating in our study as well as recognized their suitability for the study have been 
interviewed. 
 
We have had a total of seven interviews. With the sample size of seven, we have reached saturation, 
meaning that an additional informant would not yield new information (Lincoln and Gupta, 1985) as 
the answers received from the informants have been repetitive. In addition, the sample size gathered 
has provided sufficient data for analysis to answer the research question. These prerequisites have 
justified our decision to limit the sample size to seven. 
 
2.4.2 Methods for Collecting Data 
 
We have used multiple methods for collecting data in order to gain complementary sources of 
evidence. The data have been collected through interviews, inside visits, and documents provided by 
the case company. We have relied on the interviews as the main source of data for examining 
coopetitive situations and their effects on knowledge sharing. 
 
Interviews  
We have chosen to conduct semi-structured interviews to collect data because, firstly, interviews allow 
us to get insights that could be difficult to collect through any other mean of data collection 

 
17 



Johanna Järvinen  
Emmelié Ylinenpää 

 
 
 
since interviews assist obtaining detailed information about personal perceptions, opinions, and 
feelings (Merriam, 2009). Secondly, semi-structured interviews invite discussion and allow to some 
extent limit the risk of predetermined answers and questions (Sreejesh et al., 2014). Thus, we have 
chosen semi-structured interviews to let predetermined questions prompt discussion with the 
informant while allowing us to adjust the questions to be asked. By adjusting the questions, we have 
been able to further explore topics that have gained less importance during the time of preparation for 
the interviews allowing us to determine a more extensive scale of perceptions and opinions. 
 
We have conducted an interview guide listing questions that we have intended to ask the participants 
(see appendix A). We have listed a number of questions following pieces of advice provided by 
Merriam (2009) regarding asking good questions. These questions include experience and behavior 
questions, opinion and value questions, questions regarding feelings, as well as background questions. 
The questions have been tested with a peer student in order to delete questions that fail to yield valuable 
information and rephrase questions that are difficult to understand. After an adjustment of the 
questions, the interview guide has been sent to all the informants before arranging their interview to 
allow them to familiarize themselves with the questions and prepare for the interview. The interviews 
have taken place between the time of 4th and 19th of April 2017. 
 
We have conducted both face-to-face interviews to be able to gauge the mood, impulsive answers, and 
gestures that the interviewees emphasized while speaking as well as phone interviews and one Skype 
interview. The interviews have been recorded to be able to listen to them multiple times and to preserve 
everything that has been said. The interviews have been transcribed to make a thorough analysis of 
the answers. 
 
Table three below demonstrates the overview of the interviews informing each interview’s date, how 
the interview has taken place, as well as how long the interview has been. 
 

Informant Date of interview How interview has taken place Length 
    

Informant A 2017-04-04 Phone 36 minutes 
    

Informant B 2017-04-05 Face to Face, 43 minutes 
    

Informant C 2017-04-05 Face to Face, 42 minutes 
    

Informant D 2017-04-06 Skype 48 minutes 
    

Informant E 2017-04-06 Phone 33 minutes 
    

Informant F 2017-04-19 Face to face 50 minutes 
    

Informant G 2017-04-19 Face to Face 31 minutes 
    

Table 3: Overview of the interviewees 
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Additionally, we have sent a total of six emails with follow up questions to the participants. The 
purpose of the follow-up questions has been to clarify answers that have been confusing as well as to 
confirm our interpretations by soliciting feedback to the perceptions gained 
 
Documents  
We have been provided 24 pages of materials by the case company, introducing the company along 
with providing information regarding its processes and procedures. The documents serve as a 
supplementary source of data to the interviews. The documents explain the managerial line-up, product 
services, protocols for work, CSR activities, and an overlook of the organization in Stockholm. We 
have used the materials to become more familiar with the company and to aid understanding the 
interviewees when they discuss internal systems such as incentive systems and communication tools. 
 
Company visits  
Four of the interviews have taken place at the company headquarters allowing us to have had the 
opportunity to see the establishment and understand better the company as well as its culture. In 
addition, the observations have serve as a supplementary source of data to possibly reveal information 
that is not revealed through the interviews. We have taken a stance of observer as participant (Gold, 
1985) where we have had a minimal involvement in the situation observed. During the two visits, we 
have had two one-hour observation sessions where we have been showed around the building and 
encouraged to ask questions regarding the work atmosphere while there. The observations have been 
written down while doing observation 
 
2.4.3 Analysis 
 
The collected data consists of audio records, documents and field notes. In order to make sense of the 
data collected, we have used a constant comparative technique for analysis which requires coding and 
grouping of data while constantly comparing the data to other sets of data in order to find similarities 
and differences (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). We have used open coding, referring to the process of 
breaking the raw data apart to delineate concepts and data sets (Corbin and Strauss, 2008), as we read 
through the materials. With open coding, we have developed concepts from the data sets that are 
responsive to or research question, for instance, identified underlying issues in knowledge sharing as 
well as reasons to the issues. Concepts that are developed through open coding are, for example, tacit 
knowledge, the power of knowledge, and organizational culture and guidelines (See figure 1). All 
identified data sets responsive to our research question have been color coded. After the color coding, 
we have deleted and reduced any data irrelevant to the research topic and purpose. 
 
From the remaining data, by systematically looking through the materials and comparing the data sets, 
we have been able to develop relationships between the concepts. By developing relationships, we 
have aggregated and grouped all related data sets into categories that are named, for example, as 
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a type of knowledge, individual factors, and organizational context. This is referred to as axial coding, 
the process of disaggregation of core concepts identified in open coding into relating categories 
(Corbin and Strauss, 2008.). After identifying different concepts that affect knowledge sharing 
between individuals in coopetitive situations and grouping them into related categories, we have been 
able to identify main patterns between these categories. We have then grouped the categories into two 
core categories, knowledge sharing, and coopetitive situations. This process is referred to as selective 
coding, the process of choosing core categories which entail all other categories to be related to the 
chosen core categories (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). 
 
While coding and categorizing, we have been able to constantly collect descriptive quotations that 
resembled our codes and categories. From the beginning of the analysis until the point of drawing 
conclusions, we have analyzed the collected data individually in order to reduce biases during the 
process. After finishing our respective analyses, we have cross-checked the findings to be able to draw 
final conclusions and answer our research question. 
 

Individual level coopetition 

 
 

Knowledge sharing 
 
Type of knowledge Individual Organizational context Competition 

Tacit Power of knowledge Org. culture and guidelines Elements 
Explicit Relationships Rewards and goals  

 Cost of sharing Opportunities to share  
 Reciprocity   

 
 
Coopetition 
 
 
 
Collaboration Expressed 

tension  
Elements Attitudes 

 
Figure 1: Created by the authors, categories of Empirical Data 

 

2.4.4 Trustworthiness 
 
Research should produce valid and reliable knowledge through ethical manners (Merriam and Tisdell, 
2015). This section focuses on explaining the quality criteria of our study following strategies 
suggested by Merriam (2009) in order to ensure the trustworthiness of the study in terms of credibility, 
reliability, and ethical consideration. 
 
Credibility  
The internal validity, credibility, indicates the congruence of the finding with reality (Merriam, 2009). 
We have improved the validity of the findings by using multiple strategies. The first strategy has been 
triangulation in terms of using multiple sources of data along with investigator triangulation by having 
multiple researchers collecting and analyzing the data (ibid). Our multiple sources of data comprise 
interviews, documents, and observations which help to verify the information collected by gaining 
multiple perspectives and to scrutinize consistency across different data sources. 
 
As the primary source of collecting data has been interviews, we have interviewed informants from a 
number of independent business units inside the case company. By collecting data from a number of 
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different units, the extent to which the findings can be applied to another situation have been enhanced 
and the range of perspectives have become broader. By having two researchers independently 
analyzing the data and later compare and cross-checked the analyses, we have been able to reduce 
individual biases to a large extent. 
 
The second strategy for validity has been respondent validation by soliciting feedback on the collected 
findings from the informants (Merriam, 2009). Feedback has taken place either instantly during the 
interviews by asking whether an initial interpretation of what an interviewee has said is correct, or 
after the interview by sending an email with questions related to topics that have been covered. By 
soliciting feedback, the possibility of misinterpretation of meanings caused by, for instance, our own 
biases have been diminished. The third strategy used has been to engage adequately with data 
collection meaning that data has been collected until repetition occurred. The answers received from 
interviews have been interpreted repetitive already after first interviews, yet, we have chosen to 
conduct seven interviews in total. Thereby, we have expected to reach saturation in the data collection. 
The last strategy to ensure credibility has been to abstain from our own biases (ibid.) by conducting 
the study in an environment that neither one of us has had prior experiences which have allowed us to 
critically collect and analyze the data. 
 
Reliability  
To ensure the reliability of the study, meaning that the findings of the study are consistent with the 
data presented (Merriam, 2009), we have used audit trails, a technique referring to transparent 
descriptions of all research steps taken (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) and peer examination (Merriam, 
2009). During the data collection, we have used audit trails as a method to authenticate the findings 
and build trustworthiness of our results. By keeping a detailed account of decisions, actions and 
methods in accomplishing the study, we have been able to describe every trail of the research in a 
detailed manner and provide arguments why certain trails have been taken. In addition, we have 
demonstrated how we conducted the analysis and we provide sets of raw data to indicate that the data 
is consistent with our findings. Furthermore, as peer examination, we have peer-reviewed our study to 
discuss different trails and processes in the research with fellow students to critically evaluate our 
research process and alter methods on demand to confirm the reliability of the study. 
 
Ethical Consideration  
The validity and reliability of a study are upheld by the ethical manner the study has been conducted 
(Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). To ensure that the study is ethically acceptable, we have accomplished 
the study with integrity by adopting multiple pieces of advice suggested by Patton (2015). We have 
informed the purpose of the study and the methods that are used before we have asked for the consent 
of the informants to participate in our study. All the informants have voluntarily agreed to participate 
in the study, and they have been provided with an interview guide to further improve clear 
understanding of their involvement in the study. The interviewees have been 
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free to leave the interview at any time or reject answering specific questions if desired. Furthermore, 
the interviewees have been asked for consent to record the interviews for the intent to get a fair 
transcription of the interview later on. A personal transcript has been sent to the informants by request 
to allow the interviewees to proofread the discussion for further clarifications or corrections regarding 
the content. The participants have been informed that the material collected is solely used for the study, 
yet, the finished study is published online and available to the public. We have made both the company 
and the interviewees’ names fictional in order to ensure their integrity. 
 

2.5 Limitations 
 
The aim of this study is to better understand individual level coopetition and reveal any effects of 
coopetition on individual level knowledge sharing. As the study approach is qualitative, the findings 
of our study cannot be generalized easily since qualitative studies alone lacks providing generalizable 
results while other methods, such as quantitative are required to do so (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). 
Furthermore, regardless of the small sample size of seven interviewees, the answers provided have 
been repetitive and thus, we can expect that the data collected is saturated. Yet, it cannot be proven 
that sampling more interviewees would have failed to yield additional information. In addition, the 
interviews have been conducted in English, however, since all parties involved are not-English 
speakers, there might have occurred misunderstanding in every respect. All participants have been 
familiar with the situation described but have not come across the term ‘coopetition' from before. A 
possible limitation could thus be a different level of knowledge in terms of phrases and concepts. For 
example, when asked a question regarding coopetition, we have received answers that consist, to a 
large extent, the term competition. However, it has been explained as ‘less collaboration with 
competitors'. We realize that coopetition is a relatively new research area, therefore, it is 
understandable that the definition is not commonly used or an implemented concept in the case 
company. 
 
Furthermore, we have been unable to select the documents used for data collection, thus, it cannot be 
proven that the documents present all valuable data that could have been collected from the case 
company in form of documents. Lastly, limitations regarding the observations can be the number of 
inside visits as they could have provided more data to compare and contrast with the information given 
to us by the company contact and the collected data. Furthermore, observers being aware of being 
investigated may affect their interactions and the way they behave, thus the data may not fully 
represent the reality (Merriam and Tisdell, 2015). 
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3. Theoretical Framework 
 
In this chapter, theory on coopetition and knowledge sharing will be presented as a background to the 
study. The theoretical framework and theories presented have been selected after consulting the data 
from the pre-study, including literature on coopetition on an individual level of analysis and to present 
how coopetitive environments can influence relationships. Furthermore, theories of knowledge 
sharing and what can influence an individual's motivation to share knowledge will be presented. 
 

3.1 Coopetition 
 
In this study, a focus is set on coopetition as a relationship, highlighting that coopetition and its 
dynamics can only be explained if it is defined as a relationship between the same actors involved in 
cooperative and competitive interactions with each other (eg. Bengtsson, Eriksson and Wincent, 
2010). Bengtsson and Kock (2002) further address coopetition as a relationship and explain it as actors 
tangled in a relationship that ‘‘on the one hand consists of hostility due to conflicting interests and on 
the other hand consists of friendliness due to common interests'' (p. 412). Additionally, building on 
the works of Bengtsson and Kock (2002), Walley (2007) discuss that coopetition is a situation where 
competitors simultaneously compete and collaborate which can cause severe tension for the actors 
involved and have effects on the overall outcomes. Furthermore, discussions have highlighted that 
even if a context is hard to identify as coopetitive, the constant interaction within a network can by 
circumstance be defined as coopetitive (Bengtsson et al., 2010). Cooperation and competition amongst 
actors (employees and individuals) in a network can, in this case, become a context for coopetition 
(ibid). 
 
 
 
3.1.1 Coopetition on an individual/ employee level 

 
Coopetition has been studied on an intra- firm level, highlighting how the paradoxical relationship 
(Bengtsson and Kock, 2014) between cooperation and competition has given rise to the tension created 
by the two conflicting logics (Dorn et al., 2016; Bengtsson and Kock, 2014; Tidström, 2014). The 
tension that springs within the organization comes from the individuals and group level who are 
confused by the concept to collaborate with natural competitors on one market or project, while still 
consider them competitors on other projects and market areas (Tidström, 2014). Dorn et al., (2016) 
indicate that an initial competitive situation is a background to coopetition on an inter-firm level, 
whereas the opposite can be said for coopetition within the organization. The starting point for 
coopetition within organizations is a cooperative relationship, and later competitive elements are 
introduced (ibid). Mistrust, power struggles, and opportunistic behavior are common sources of 
tensions that arise on multiple levels of analysis while trying to balance and separate competitive and 
collaborative activities such as what knowledge to share (Enberg, 2012; Grandori, 2001; Tidström, 
2014). 
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Liu, Liu, and Lin (2015) mentions opportunistic behavior in a cooperative relationship and state that 
it is a behavior by one participator, motivated to pursue a self-fulfilling interest at the possible expense 
of another participator. It can involve actions such as to alter or change information or to provide 
incomplete information. This is a form of week opportunism (Lou, 2006), where the actions are aligned 
to pursue a self-interest through a violation of unspoken relational norms within an organization or 
network (ibid). Relational norms are embedded in a common understanding of all members in a 
specific relationship and include not to give full cooperation and effort in an ongoing relationship and 
situation and thus break a fairness-exchange policy characterized by a cooperative relationship (ibid). 
There are thus grounds to state that coopetitive tendencies, to collaborate and be competitive, occur 
on the individual level and between employees in a cooperative relationship (Walley, 2007). 
 
Furthermore, Dorn et al. (2016) state that Walley (2007) use the term internal coopetition to broaden 
the scope from interfirm coopetition to a more deeply organizationally embedded concept. Individual 
employees can develop and show competitive behaviors (Grandori, 2001). Walley (2007) uses an 
example of managers, who cooperate within a team (teamwork) to ensure a project is finished 
successfully but who still can show substantial competitive tendencies. These competitive tendencies 
may be caused by a wish to promote their own reputations and reap benefits or further assignments or 
to obtain more resources for their own departments (ibid). 
 
Dorn et al. (2016) state that the coopetitive relationships between individuals are more likely to occur 
in some markets than in others. Generally, coopetition is sighted in businesses that have high R&D 
activities, and where success for new development of ideas and solutions are dependent on knowledge 
and knowledge sharing in groups (ibid.). Knowledge sharing in groups and between members are of 
importance when it comes to coopetition, since it is collaborative in its nature (Bengtsson and Kock, 
2014). 
 

 

3.1.2 Coopetitive situation 
The definition of a situation implies a set of specific characteristics and situational variables that will 
influence the actions to be taken (Bitzer, 1968). Individuals come to an organization with a fixed set 
of characteristics and behaviors, but their actions are based on the social context of events and can, 
therefore, be profoundly influenced by the context (Trevino, 1986). A situation is brought to existence 
based on specific conditions, circumstances at any point in time, and will, therefore, call for situation 
specific awareness to be analyzed and dealt with accordingly (Bitzer, 1968). 
 
 
 
 

 
24 



Johanna Järvinen  
Emmelié Ylinenpää 

 
 
 
Adam and Brett (2014), discuss situations and label them as either cooperative or competitive. 
However, they recognize situations that fit into neither category. Some situation is balanced and can 
show signs of high or low competitive and cooperative elements. ‘'The defining characteristic of 
balanced situations is that they contain both cooperative and competitive elements that render the 
situation uncertain and ambiguous, and thus neither clearly cooperative nor clearly competitive''  
(ibid, p. 45). These situations invite uncertainty and conflict due to the confusion on how to prioritize 
if competing priorities by different actors are involved (ibid). The overall goal of the organization 
might be the same, but the way to get there, or how to prioritize to get there can be vastly different and 
invite conflict in the workplace. 
 
Competition is more based on strategic thinking while cooperation is ruled by trust and a wish to work 
together (Adam and Brett, 2014). Relationships are dynamic and they change over time with actions 
taken and when situations change (Tidström and Rajala, 2016). In coopetitive theory it is stated that 
coopetition can emerge over time as situations change, indicating that coopetition on a firm level can 
be influenced by emerging coopetition on another level of analysis (ibid). In recent literature, the 
individual level in a coopetitive context has gained more interest (Lundgren-Henriksson and Kock, 
2016). In a study of sense-making, coopetition and strategy, Lundgren-Henriksson and Kock (2016) 
mention how managerial sense-making tied to a picture of-, and an interpretation of the environment 
can provide insight to changes. From a strategic point of view, a cognitive perspective recognizes the 
role of individuals and their mental frames in relation to development and outcomes (ibid). In a 
coopetitive situation when two or more colleagues are put in competition with each other their 
emotions will change and how they act out in a situation. (Helpap and Bekmeier-Feuerhahn, 2016). 
 
A competitive situation is characterized by actions fueled by a desire and a struggle to gain what others 
strive to gain at the same time (e.g Deutsch, 1949 in Naidoo and Sutherland, 2016). It can be about 
achieving something, to take on a challenging project or assignments or task effectiveness to seek 
rewards (Naidoo and Sutherland, 2016). The negative aspects following a competitive situation can 
be low overall motivation from employees who feel that they cannot compete and fall into anxiety and 
depression or an increased level of aggressive behavior derived from a need to win at all costs. The 
need to win can also stimulate shady behavior, such as withholding and unethical behaviors that lead 
to that the gains for one employee at the expense of the organization (ibid). 
 
By looking at the coopetitive environment and changes in the balance of coopetition, Lundgren-
Henriksson and Kock (2016), added to the cognitive dimension of the individual in coopetition by 
stating that change invited a reframing of ways of acting and behaving for organizational members. A 
rivalry map, depending on, and formed over time, is shaped by the idea of who constitutes possible 
competitors. Through social encounters and exchanges, the formed rivalry map will determine the 
competitive behavior (ibid). Additionally, Adam and Brett (2014), frame their study of how a context 
matters by using the competitiveness of a situation to describe changes. Individuals, 
 
 
 

25 



Johanna Järvinen  
Emmelié Ylinenpää 

 
 
 
when faced with competition, are assumed to act to maximize their own individual self-interest, which 
will affect the rivalry map mentioned by Lundgren-Henriksson and Kock (2016). In contrast, 
collaboration is not traditionally spurred on by individual interests and motives, but rather the social 
structures around the individuals to encourage a collective goal and gain (Bengtsson and Kock, 2000). 
 
A coopetitive relationship, are made up of an interplay of cooperative parts and competitional parts 
(Bengtsson and Kock, 2000; Dahl, 2014 Tidström and Rajala, 2016). Different events and actions in 
either the past or the present will have an effect on the actors who develop the occurring relationship 
a(Tidström and Hagberg-Andersson, 2012). Per this definition, it can be concluded that a situation can 
become coopetitive if competitive or cooperative elements occur in an already established relationship. 
Similarly, Padula and Dagnino (2007) discuss that a change of environmental conditions have the 
ability to make the balance or trade-off between collaboration and competition more serious because 
they on the one hand trigger changes in a strategic behavior in actors and alter the structure of 
incentives in given collaborative situation while also generating an uncertainty that might cause 
conflict. This conflict of interest appears due to a change in nature of a situation can thus enable the 
emergence of a competitive issue inside an already established cooperative relationship (Padula and 
Dagnino, 2007). 
 
 
 
3.1.3 Change in cooperative/ competitive interactions 
 

‘'Social situations in which people are interdependent vary in terms of how cooperative or how 
competitive they are '' ( Adam and Brett, 2014, p. 45). 
 
Bengtsson and Kock (2000) introduces a typology of different types of coopetition which is based on 
the relationships between competitive and cooperative elements. The typology indicates three types 
of coopetitive balances in a coopetitive relationship on the inter-firm level; Cooperative dominant, 
equal relationship and competitive dominant (Walley, 2007). Per the studies of Bengtsson and Kock 
(2000), some actors handle the conflicting logics by having a more cooperative dominant relationship 
with more focus on characteristics of collaboration, while others show a balance of more competitive 
characteristics. Bengtsson et al. (2010) have written an inquiry regarding coopetitive dynamics, 
indicating relational patterns as grounds for coopetitive dynamics. In their research, they indicate four 
combinations of strong and weak competition and cooperation in coopetitive interactions along two 
continua. Where competition is high, specific structural, emotional and relational characteristics 
appear and where cooperation is high it indicates high levels of trust and strong ties between employees 
(ibid.). 
 
The structural characteristics are concerned with a degree of symmetry between competitors, which 
influence relational and emotional characteristics of competition based on the identified rivalry and 
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intensity of hostility. The proximity to each other and the degree of identified hostility between 
employees gives rise to competitive tensions and frequent moves and countermoves in a dynamic 
interplay and relationship while the emotional characteristics concern how the employees perceive 
each other, in relation to prestige and pride. That is, in an environment where competition is high, the 
rivalry between identified competitors will affect the relationships between them. If an employee 
recognizes another as a competitor, it will affect how he makes moves and countermoves. If an 
employee does not identify another employee as a competitor, he or she will likely not engage in 
counter moves when a move is made. (ibid.) 
 
In their research Bengtsson et al. (2010) mention, a context normally characterized by a high 
cooperative environment but with tendencies to competitive elements although they are moderately 
low (high cooperation/ low competition). Here, weak overall tensions are suggested due to strong ties 
and trust along the cooperative range and a relatively low rivalry and hostility. In this situation, the 
strength comes from the cooperative interactions that encourage information and knowledge exchange 
to uphold a structure or set-up that allows and support an exchange of knowledge, allowing high 
transparency and accessibility. 
 
Likewise, Bengtsson et al. (2010) present a situation where the cooperation is high but elements of 
competition in the environment are also high (high cooperation / high competition). The authors 
suggested that this combination of interactions invites tension, primarily between rivals’ due to the 
high degree of hostility in different activities. The main issue derived from this combination of 
interactions lies in the characterized high levels of trust and strong ties between actors in activities. 
Where cooperation is normally high, actors do not fear opportunism or experience much tension and 
the competitive interactions and elements of rivalry can go unnoticed. 
 

 

3.2 Knowledge Sharing in Coopetitive Situations 
Knowledge sharing is a process through which individuals make their knowledge available to others 
(Ipe, 2004). Knowledge sharing involves at least two parties, the sender of knowledge and the recipient 
of knowledge (Hendriks, 1999; Siemsen et al., 2007). Sharing is a voluntary act made by an individual 
who participates in the exchange of knowledge (Ipe, 2004). Knowledge sharing in coopetitive 
situations is critical (Zineldin, 2004) since individual level knowledge sharing has indicated to enhance 
job effectiveness in coopetitive situations (Hatcher and Ross, 1991; Lin et al., 2010) as well as to 
increase the quality of performance (Hatcher and Ross, 1991; Hutter et al., 2011). In order to exploit 
and capitalize knowledge-based resources that are embedded in or possessed by individuals, 
knowledge sharing must occur between individuals (Grant, 1996). However, coopetitive situations and 
the paradoxical nature of competition and cooperation may create challenges for knowledge sharing 
between individuals (Baruch and Lin, 2012). 
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Knowledge sharing between two competing actors is a common form of coopetition on multiple levels 
(e.g. Tsai, 2002) as knowledge sharing plays a cooperative role toward the pursuit of common interests 
whereas the competitive aspect is created through making personal gains by outperforming others with 
the help of shared knowledge (Khanna, Gulati, and Nohria, 1998). Due to competitiveness, central in 
coopetitive situations is that individuals seek knowledge acquisitions through knowledge exchange in 
order to avoid becoming outdated in terms of skills and competencies (Baruch and Lin, 2012) which 
may entail that individuals withhold their valuable knowledge in order to avoid being outperformed 
by others (Luo, Slotegraaf, and Pan, 2006). This is explained as personal behaviors are primarily 
motivated by self-interest making individuals strive for maximization of their individual utility (Bock 
and Kim, 2002; Yang and Wu, 2008). In the context of knowledge sharing, it is unlikely that an 
employee possessing unique knowledge that can be considered valuable for him/herself is willing to 
share it with other employees in order to maximize personal benefits at the cost of collective job 
performance 
 
Similarly, our pre-study indicated that in the context of individual level coopetition, while competing 
with other parties in coopetition, individuals must cooperate with each other to share and acquire new 
knowledge which further allows the members to enhance collective job performance. At the same 
time, individuals may be intrigued to conceal valuable information from others in order to pursue 
personal benefits. In coopetitive situations, coopetitive parties are embedded in a social structure in 
which individuals need to balance finding the fit between sharing and withholding of knowledge to 
maximize both common interests and personal gains (Hutter et al., 2011) which lead to the dilemma 
of knowledge sharing. Thereby, the paradoxical situation where simultaneous cooperative and 
competing elements are present leading to the conundrum of balancing knowledge sharing efforts on 
individual level resemble the concept of coopetition on inter or intra-level. 
 
Coopetition literature is lacking comprehensiveness to understand fundamental premises for effective 
knowledge sharing practices between individuals under coopetitive situations. The following chapters 
include what has been mentioned in coopetition literature regarding knowledge sharing followed by 
evaluation of knowledge management literature on discussed topics. Knowledge management 
literature has recognized that there are three fundamental premises that affect the effectiveness of 
individuals' knowledge sharing practices in organizations (e.g. Liu and Liu, 2008; Yang and Wu, 
2008). These premises are type of knowledge, employee’s individual factors as well as organizational 
context. Thereby, we introduce situational variables that perform as driving forces of knowledge 
sharing in coopetitive situations that are categorized as proposed in literature: a) type of knowledge b) 
individual factors, and c) organizational context (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Our own illustration: situational, variables affecting knowledge sharing between individuals in coopetitive situations 
 
 
 
3.2.1 Type of Knowledge 
 
Management literature has made a distinction in forms of knowledge between knowing how and 
knowing about which are commonly quoted as tacit and explicit knowledge (Grant, 1996). Tacit 
knowledge is personal and context-dependent; thus it is difficult to codify and express. Explicit 
knowledge, in turn, is commonly described as procedures and documents, thus it is easily codified and 
expressed. Thereby, the critical distinction between these two forms of knowledge is that the 
transferability and mechanisms for transfer between individuals differ. Whereas "explicit knowledge 
is revealed by its communication – tacit knowledge is revealed through its application " (ibid. p. 111) 
which means that the transfer of tacit knowledge between individuals is slow, costly, and uncertain 
since it can only be observed through its application and acquired through practice (Kogut and Zander, 
1992). 
 
However, just because the transferability of explicit knowledge among individuals is technically 
effortless, it should not be taken for granted that explicit knowledge is easily shared among individuals 
in coopetitive situations. This is due to the fact that knowledge attributes value, thus, the significance 
of value attributed impacts an individual's motivation to share it (Luo et al., 2006; Ipe, 2003). 
Furthermore, both explicit and tacit knowledge may attribute value, but at the same time, tacit 
knowledge also requires a higher investment to share due to its stickiness meaning that the sharing of 
tacit knowledge is difficult (Szulanski, 1996). The stickiness of knowledge hinders knowledge sharing 
(Jensen and Szulanski, 2004), thus the nature of knowledge may represent different responses to the 
coopetitive situation and how the knowledge sharing is affected. 
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3.2.2 Individual Factors 
 
There are multiple individual factors that arise from varying interpersonal situations impacting 
individuals' knowledge sharing behavior in coopetitive situations. We have classified these factors as 
the power of knowledge, reciprocity, the relationship with the recipient, and cost of sharing which are 
further explained below in respective order. 
 
Power of knowledge  
The power perspective of knowledge is a recognized factor affecting knowledge sharing. In 
coopetitive situations, knowledge provides a powerful mean to outperform others and because of 
elements of competition individuals strive for personal goals, thus, it is more desirable for an 
individual to keep knowledge for him/herself (Baruch and Lin, 2012). If knowledge can be considered 
as a source of power and superiority, it can critically inhibit an individual's willingness to share 
knowledge (Gupta and Govindarajan, 2000; Kim and Mauborgne, 1998; Szulanski, 1996). Unique 
knowledge often leads to individual gains, such as positive recognition, job assignments, bonuses, or 
promotions (Husted and Michailova, 2002), thus, by sharing the unique knowledge, it becomes a 
common good and the personal advantage that could be gained from it is lost. In order to improve 
sharing of powerful knowledge, individuals require a controlled motivation to share their knowledge 
as sharing solely does not provide personal benefits for the knowledge possessor. However, monetary 
incentives can hinder knowledge sharing if individual perceives that sharing knowledge mitigates the 
individual's distinctiveness in terms of personal efforts among competing individuals (Bock, Zmud, 
Kim, and Lee, 2005), thus other than monetary rewards can provide a mean to foster knowledge 
sharing between individuals. 
 
Reciprocity  
Reciprocity refers to the practice of mutual give-and-take exchange of knowledge which can facilitate 
knowledge sharing if individuals perceive that the value-add to themselves depends on the engagement 
of sharing knowledge to others (Hendriks, 1999; Weiss, 1999). In a coopetitive relationship, an 
individual's willingness to share knowledge is dependent on the expectations to gain knowledge from 
the other employee in return (Baruch and Lin, 2012). Otherwise the knowledge may be used to 
compete against the knowledge sender (ibid.). That is, individuals perceive knowledge sharing 
worthwhile upon the expectation of receiving valuable knowledge in return. Reciprocity implies that 
individual must be able to anticipate that sharing knowledge will yield returns (Schultz, 2001) even if 
it is unknown what the outcome will be or when the expected compensation takes place (Nahapiet and 
Ghoshal, 1998). Thus, if the knowledge sender receives a personal benefit from the knowledge 
receiver, he/she is more likely to contribute to the team level needs and share knowledge (Hutter et 
al., 2011). 
 
Social relationship with recipient  
The social relationship between the individual sharing knowledge and the knowledge recipient has 
been recognized to affect willingness to share knowledge. A key driver for facilitating knowledge 
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sharing in coopetitive situations is trust because it increases reliance between team members and 
assists individuals to engage in cooperation (Baruch and Lin, 2012). Trust is necessary for coopetitive 
relationships because it provides rationales for individuals to cooperate and share knowledge with 
other team members instead of competing against them (LeTourneau, 2004). In addition, trust can 
shift individuals' behaviors from being opportunistic against the other members of the team, thus it 
reduces competitive conflicts within teams (Coletti, Sedatole, and Towry, 2005). Individuals that 
consider other individuals as trustworthy are less likely to raise competitive conflicts that could lead 
to damaging the team performance (Baruch and Lin, 2012). 
 
This can be explained as trust is shown to be a key attribute in interpersonal relations (Organ, 1990; 
Robinson, 1996) which enhances knowledge sharing between individuals (Wang and Noe, 2010). 
Trust has been recognized as an antecedent or mediator of knowledge sharing for long time (Butler, 
1999; Lin, 2007) and trust has a positive influence on knowledge sharing between individuals 
(Chowdhury, 2005; Mooradian, Renzl, and Matzler, 2006; Wu, Hsu, and Yeh, 2007) because it 
increases the expectations of reciprocity. Barriers to trust, however, arise from the perception that the 
recipient is unwilling to contribute equally to knowledge sharing, thus, the recipient is perceived to 
exploit other's cooperative efforts (Kramer, 1999) which decrease an individual's willingness to share 
knowledge. 
 
Furthermore, individuals who consider their knowledge being useful and that by sharing the 
knowledge they can develop relationships with others have a positive impact on knowledge sharing 
(Bock and Kim, 2002) thus, by sharing knowledge an individual can perceive to increase interpersonal 
trust as well as internal satisfaction. Trust also builds over time among individuals. The longer an 
individual has worked with same members of an organization, the higher likeliness there is that the 
individual shares knowledge among the other members (Bakker, Leenders, Gabbay, Kratzer, and Van 
Engelen, 2006; Sawng, Kim, and Han, 2006) which can be attributed to the individual's internal 
satisfaction, i.e. intrinsic benefit, accruing from sharing knowledge with others. 
 
Cost of Sharing  
Individuals' motivations to engage in knowledge sharing activities are dependent on the perceived 
benefits and costs that accrue from the actions taken to share knowledge. Individuals evaluate the 
perceived relation between benefits and costs, and ground their decisions to share based on the costs 
accruing from sharing, such as time or resources wasted that could have been used on other activities 
generating more favorable results (Hew and Hara, 2007). If the costs are high in relation to benefits, 
knowledge sharing suffers (Wang and Noe, 2010). In contrast, if costs are minor compared to the 
benefits of sharing such as respect, reputation, or tangible incentives, knowledge sharing improves 
(Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1981). In coopetitive situations, individual behavior is explained how they can 
reduce personal costs related to their actions while optimizing benefits associated with cooperating 
with team members (Liu, Liu, Ding, and Lin, 2015). That is, if the cost of sharing knowledge for 
collective gain is higher than the benefits that could be generated by withholding 
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knowledge, knowledge sharing suffers. The more time and effort is required from the action to share 
knowledge, the higher is the perceived costs, thus actions contributing to knowledge sharing are less 
likely taken (Kankanhalli et al., 2005). 
 
3.2.3 Organizational Context 
 
There are multiple situational variables in an organizational context that have shown to impact 
individuals' knowledge sharing behavior in coopetitive situations. We have classified these variables 
as organizational culture, rewards, and opportunities to share which are further explained below in 
respective order. 
 
Organizational Culture  
Individuals' willingness to share knowledge can be influenced by the culture of the work environment 
(Ipe, 2003) and interestingly, organizational culture have received recognition as a major barrier to 
effective knowledge sharing during recent years (De Long and Fahley, 2000; Leonard-Barton, 1995; 
Pan and Scarbourgh, 1999). Organizations can be seen as cultural entities (Cook and Yanow, 1993) 
which implies that the influence of organization's culture to individuals' behavior is much stronger 
than the practices of management (McDermott and O'Dell, 2001). 
 
The level of competitive and cooperative elements are likely to influence employees' willingness to 
share their knowledge among other employees. When a coopetitive situation is competitive dominant, 
individuals are more likely to keep their knowledge for personal gains compared to a situation that is 
co-operative dominant (Naidoo and Sutherland, 2016). An organizational environment that exposes 
individuals to competition creates barriers to knowledge sharing whereas environment that emphasizes 
cooperation enhances knowledge sharing (Schepers and Van den Berg, 2007; Wang, 2004; Willem 
and Scarbrough, 2006). This can be rationalized as hoarding knowledge from others that are 
considered to be competitors is generally perceived to be beneficial when attaining one's personal 
goals in a competitive environment (Pfeffer, 1980). In contrast, co-operative culture promotes 
knowledge sharing due to the pursuit of collective goals (Tsai, 2002). Thereby, the balance of 
competitive and cooperative elements in coopetitive situations may determine whether individuals 
share their knowledge among others. 
 
Furthermore, company culture reflects the values and norms that the organization anticipates the 
employees to execute in their practices (De Long and Fahey, 2000). Thus, performance is not solely 
driven by rational efficiency goals but it is also shaped by organizational norms which can impact 
individuals' willingness to share knowledge (Wang, Tseng, & Yen, 2014). Norms commonly include 
legitimate and socially shared guidelines for accepted and expected behavior (Birenham and Sagarin, 
1976). They are considered as common and expected behavioral patterns that stay constant over time 
(Bettenhausen and Murnighan, 1985) and they may also represent unwritten and informal rules (North, 
1990). Norms can even lead individuals to voluntarily fulfill organizational benefits and social 
expectations at the cost of personal interest (Wang et al., 2014). That said, norms are key 
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drivers for team outcomes that may serve as knowledge sharing accelerators in coopetitive situations 
(Baruch and Lin, 2012). 
 
Rewards  
An organization's commitment to reward employees for knowledge sharing influences an individual's 
willingness to share knowledge. In coopetitive situations, appropriate rewards are required to 
encourage individuals to actively participate in the knowledge sharing for the collective interests while 
individual rewards are required to promote personal achievements, too (Hutter et al., 2011). If the 
weight of incentives is on individual performance, the co-operative efforts diminish and vice versa 
(Deutsch, 1949). Thus, in coopetitive situations, the fit between team and individual incentives must 
be optimized to potentially ensure individuals to share knowledge as desired. This can be explained 
by the theory of social interdependence which refers to a situation where individuals share goals and 
the outcomes of the goals are dependent on actions made by others, demonstrating that goals can be 
designed to promote cooperation, or competition (ibid.) or both (Hutter et al., 2011). The fit between 
the overarching relationships among individuals and the design of incentive system in the organization 
can determine the success of performed practices (Wageman, 1995), thus the incentives and 
knowledge sharing must be aligned (Weiss, 1999). The balance between team and individual 
incentives presents different levels of substitutability meaning that one incentive component can either 
support or prevent achieving the objective of the other, or complementary, the objective can support 
or prevent the achievement of an incentive (Siemsen et al., 2007). Individuals must be provided 
incentives based on both individual and group performance to facilitate efficient knowledge sharing 
(Siemsen et al., 2007) which allows for alleviating employees opportunistic behavior but also to 
compensate employee's individual efforts. Thereby, individual's motivations to engage in knowledge 
sharing can be managed through incentives even under coopetitive situations. 
 
Opportunities to share  
Opportunities to share knowledge among individuals arise through formal and informal channels in 
organizations. Formal channels include, for instance, structured teamwork and training (Ipe, 2003) as 
well as technology-based systems and databases (Wang and Noe, 2010) while informal channels 
include personal relationships and networks (Ipe, 2003; Wang and Noe, 2010). In general, the variety 
of channels for knowledge sharing has a fostering effect on knowledge sharing (Kwok and Gao, 2005). 
 
However, coopetition literature acknowledges that social and informal interactions help to create 
social relationships that support the building of a cooperative relationship which moderates a 
competitive relationship (Hutter et al., 2011). This provides for better conditions for knowledge 
sharing between individuals. This can be explained as informal channels allow face-to-face 
communication which facilitates trust building (Ipe, 2003). Trust is a critical component for 
knowledge sharing between individuals, thus, informal channels may help employees to interact with 
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other members of the organization while developing relationships that positively influences the 
individual's' behaviors toward knowledge sharing (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). Furthermore, 
individuals tend to use informal relationships as the primary channel to share knowledge even when 
other clearly designated communication channels exist in an organization (Stevenson and Gilly, 1991). 
Thus, organizations that create opportunities for employees to informally interact with each other, for 
instance, through open workspace (Jones, 2005), job rotation (Kubo, Saka, and Pam, 2001), and 
informal meetings (Liebowitz, 2003; Liebowitz and Megbolugbe, 2003; Yang and Chen, 2007) may 
enhance knowledge sharing between individuals (Wang and Noe, 2010). Thereby, through informal 
social interactions allowing individuals to create co-operative relationships, more opportunities to 
share knowledge are created. 
 
Formal channels, in turn, provide individuals a structured environment to share knowledge and the 
necessary tools to engage in knowledge sharing which usually entails only the sharing of explicit 
knowledge (Ipe, 2003). Knowledge sharing through formal channels facilitate individuals to connect 
to a larger number of individuals in a specific time and place, which makes formal channels more 
efficient in terms of knowledge sharing. However, to the greatest extent, knowledge is shared through 
informal channels (Jones and Jordan, 1998; Pan and Scarbrough, 1999; Truran, 1998). As formal 
channels are indicated to fail in building trust between the parties involved in knowledge sharing, it 
may affect individuals' knowledge sharing practices as trust plays a crucial role in coopetitive 
relationships facilitating knowledge sharing (Baruch and Lin, 2012). 
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4. The Empirical Findings 
 
In this chapter, the empirical findings will be presented. The case company will briefly be introduced 
as well as out observations from our onsite visits. The data will be structured in the way of the areas 
and themes of interest that appeared during the data collection and categorization. 
 

4.1 Presentation of the Case Company 
 
The case company and the participating employees have requested to be anonymous. Hereinafter, the 
case company is referred to as The Company or case company. Due to the request of anonymity for 
the participant, their respective roles within the company and their relation to each other remains 
undisclosed. 
 
The Company is part of a larger privately-owned IT- and management consultancy group with offices 
in 13 countries and a strong base in the Nordic countries, especially in Sweden. It has been founded 
in the middle of the 1980's. In Sweden, the Company has offices in Stockholm and Linköping. A few 
years back a corporate rearranging has been executed to make The Company a more collaborative and 
unified in which several business areas merged under one big umbrella. The result of the 
rearrangement has later been realized to build grounds for a coopetitive environment, where colleagues 
view each other as competitors. All employees operate in the same market (MID, or essentially 
Stockholm), and deliver, in some cases, the same types of consultants and services. Employees 
compete internally for clients, customers, and assignments. 
 
Recently, new goals have been presented to the Company, for instance, invest in recruiting more talent 
to bring more business in. Rewards are based on profit, results, budgets, numbers of recruits and 
suggestions of recruits that lead to employment and they are to a large extent individual. Any 
consultant employed by the Company can apply for a position or project and additional bonuses are 
possible for the acquirement of certificates of new knowledge and competence, putting consultants in 
competition for assignments on a monthly basis. The market is changing and lines between 
competencies and areas are becoming more and more blurred. Competence areas are becoming less 
and less specialized and the lines between units, separated by competence have started to dissolve. 
The goal to grow and recruit more people (750 consultants in one competence area alone) have given 
rise to competition and a lot of overstepping into other areas, causing tension between employees. 
 

4.2 Inside visits to the Case Company 
 
We were welcomed in the reception area and offered refreshments while we waited for the interviews 
to commence. All interviewees came personally to greet us and took us to the room they had booked 
for our interview. When we walked through the building, several employees greeted each other and 
we observed people talking in the hallway and sitting in the coffee area. When asked if it is normal for 
employees to greet each other, the participants explained that the culture is very 
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relaxed and that the employees all greet each other. The office building is not exceptionally big and it 
is more than likely that all employees have walked past each other or had coffee together at some 
point. 
 
The office space, in general, is very spacious and open. Employees sit in group formation of three or 
more at their desks or more separately but with glass doors and walls to keep transparency. If someone 
seeks more privacy, several conference rooms are available. When asked if it is designed with a 
purpose in mind, our company contact said that it welcomed a friendlier culture if one could simply 
reach over the table to greet your colleague or teammate. At times, it is acknowledged that it could be 
too stimulating to talk on the phone or discuss details with so much open space but in that case, 
conference rooms are available if someone needs some distance. 
 

4.3 Coopetition 
 
All interviewees within The Company acknowledge that they are engaged in coopetition daily. It is 
expressed that coopetition is experienced through relationships and interactions with colleagues. The 
participants also expressed that the level of coopetition, indicated as a blend of collaborative elements 
and competitive elements, differs and can alternate depending on the situation and the people involved 
in the situation. 
 
4.3.1 Competition 
 
It is expressed by all participants that they have a feeling of being in direct competition with their 
colleagues. When they are asked to describe the competition, the interviewees describe it as an 
interaction between teammates and colleagues where the competition is expressed either verbally or 
through actions. This is expressed by Participant C as a direct or indirect competitive behavior. A 
direct competitive behavior is experienced and explained as a forceful action, for example when a 
suggestion by one competitor is overthrown by another competitor. This is expressed by Participant 
D as ‘'(...) my solution is clearly better than yours, listen to me'' behavior. That is when a rival 
colleague interferes in another colleague's actions in order to favor himself or herself. 
 
When it comes to indirect competitive behavior, Participant C shares that it is evident that the 
colleague desire to keep information for himself or herself. He or she protects what they perceive as 
rightfully theirs to keep: "It is not something they talk about or something that is explicitly stated, but 
I can strongly sense that this person views me as a competitor while I am also his or her current 
partner''. Participant D also acknowledges indirect competitive interactions but refers to them as 
competitive behavior. He continues and says that he can sometimes have a meeting with a rivalry 
colleague and feel that the colleague clearly considers him as a competitor even if the collaboration 
between them is seemingly effortless. 
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When asked about competitive situations, it is stated that the colleagues know that they are in 
competition, which is why the situation and interaction between the competitors change from one day 
to another. Participant A states that it depends on the situation: "In some cases [competition] is not felt 
at all and in some cases, it is more evident''. It is however distinctly expressed that competitors 
evidently alter their behavior, and make each interaction as a source of possible tension and confusion. 
When some of these competitive situations and interactions trigger a negative emotion, it influences 
collaboration between the two competitors as well as the ones around them who do not participate in 
their "private competition''. Participant F states that competition affects the way one works as it 
evidently affects the way one acts, whether it is realized by oneself or not. It does not have to be a 
significant interaction or change, Interviewee A states, or even a mildly offensive or hostile one, 
according to Participant B, D and F. It can be as simple as feeling good and a bit victorious when 
hurrying up to take the last takeaway cup to grab coffee outside before your current competitor does, 
or hurrying to have the first word at a current team meeting. 
 
Some employees are openly competitive while others, even if they are in a competitive situation, do 
not let competitiveness affect their current actions. Participant F acknowledges that he comes from a 
background in sales where competition is driven by single glorification. He addresses that the level of 
competition between teammates is harder to grasp and manage when it is grounded in a collaborative 
setting. The participants, both male and female, all refer to the ‘competitor' as he but make no comment 
regarding if competition or the level of it is affected by gender. Competitive situations are described 
to entail both male and female participators. 
 
‘It is not natural to collaborate with competitors' is something that all participants seemingly suggest 
before stating that the level of competition versus the collaboration steer the way the situation unfolds. 
The level of competition is affected by several factors. Participant A and C mention the size of the 
desired project as one factor influencing the strength of competition, as well as who the client is. When 
asked what determines the level of competition, Participant E acknowledges that the promised reward 
also contributes to the level of competition. "If it is something you truly want you will work harder for 
it, to work harder in this situation is the same as being more competitive''. Furthermore, it is expressed 
that what one wants does not have to be financial, competition can also be spurred on by 'soft rewards' 
such as status, recognition, and a smaller appreciation gift to spur on the feel-good feeling. This is 
further expressed in the reward section. 
 
Participant C, D, and E recognize that the level of competition is also affected by the amount of time 
one has, the number of people one must compete with, and the amount of information one has received. 
If there are more positions open to be filled, the competition is lower compared to situations when 
there is a less significant number of people who are competing for it. If one identifies himself or herself 
as virtually the same as the competitor in terms of experiences, status within the company, likability 
and strategic fit for a role, the competition is felt as stronger. Competing with one specific individual 
in a team is overall seen as more personal and hostile than if 
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the employee competes with more than one from the same team. Sometimes, a ‘dog eat dog' feeling is 
evident, which is expressed by Participant D as a ‘'survival of the fittest'' situation. 
 
The overall feeling of competition between teammates and colleagues is deduced to be a question 
regarding who the competitor is and situation. Competition can be felt as direct or indirect, and it has 
been concluded that the employees at The Company feel that the competition they have between 
themselves is on different levels, depending on several factors mentioned above. The level of 
competition in relation to the situation is indicated to influence the collaboration between the 
competitors. This topic will be addressed further in the next section, connected to the collaborative 
side of the coopetitive relationships and context. Amongst the sample size of seven, it is indicated by 
the empirical data that at least three out of the seven participators put a strong emphasis on competition 
in their working environment and indicate that they are more competitive in their actions at work. 
 
4.3.2 Collaboration 
 
When it comes to the collaborative spectrum, the other half of the coopetitive scale, it seems natural 
for all the participants to state that they work collaboratively. ‘'We work in teams all the time'' 
Interviewee E explains and Interviewee D offers the explanation that they try to work 70 percent in 
teams and 30 percent individually within his team. When asked about collaboration, the general 
answer between the participants is that they help each other within the teams. To help each other is 
also described as the effort to aid someone or to make it generally easier and better for everyone 
involved by assisting. This could be a specific assignment, a smaller task or to help social and work 
life go together by sharing one's own time to ‘help a teammate out'. 
 
The overall goal of such efforts to help the teammate is to achieve a common goal. Participant D 
expresses a typical collaboration in his team as follows: "[--] training each other so that when a new 
colleague is introduced to the team, they are helping out to get him up to speed on the client and 
situation. If one is sick, the others are backing up for them and take on more work and they also work 
to find more opportunities, to spread the word and show that they have good collaboration. Spread 
the word''. Several participants also make a distinction between collaboration and cooperation, stating 
that collaboration is felt as ‘helping on free will and character' while cooperation is more ‘collaboration 
under the influence of leadership'. Cooperation is seen as a slightly negative form of collaboration, 
forced, with little to do with the own incentive and feelings to do so. Other explicit reasons for 
collaboration within the team are to be more efficient, to generate better solutions, to have a good time 
and enjoy each other's company, and to save time. Collaboration is, thus, for business purposes, 
pleasure and a better working environment, or a combination of both. In most cases, it is for both 
reasons to a varying degree. 
 
When it comes to degrees of collaboration it is suggested that the efforts to collaborate are dependent 
on time and to what extent it is needed to get the job done. Half of the participants express that 
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helping a colleague on request is a definite and that in the most cases they would collaborate more, 
but if it is not understood as a must or a requirement, they do not necessarily make the effort. It is also 
suggested that in some cases, certain tasks are divided based on what one considers is fun or someone 
is happy to do, above the tasks agreed upon in the team. When the collaboration is lesser, these 
offerings typically does not occur and the collaboration is more business oriented to complete the goal 
of the company. 
 
The level of collaboration is discussed as to being related to the extent of communication between 
competitors. For example, Interviewee B state that the collaboration in his experience is worse on his 
team because they do not communicate. They neglect to communicate the need for help which hinders 
collaboration. For the effectiveness of work, no one does the exact same task as the other but as all 
tasks are in close relation to the same goal, the collaboration is rooted in good communication and 
trust in the others' abilities. Participant E says: "I trust my teammates to do their job so that I can do 
mine and we keep each other in the loop to see how we can help depending on which way the project 
and our own tasks goes''. Participant A, C, and D also suggest that they are all adults and that 
collaboration is also due to common sense: collaborate to get the job done. More business and 
recognition to the company bring new jobs for everyone. 
 
How an attempt to help and ease is perceived and received is also a factor that contributes to what 
extent teammates collaborate. For example, Participant B states that an attempt to help can be seen as 
nagging or as a way to verbally suggest that a colleague is doing something wrong. Collaboration is 
also affected by the level of confidence one has. Participant C states that the extent of how much more 
than strictly business-related help she would offer would be in regards to how secure she feels in her 
ability to offer it. If one is insecure whether the help would be of assistance, the effort to help a 
colleague can be negatively affected. 
 
Collaboration is in general viewed as something necessary in everyday work to get the assignment 
done. However, the extent to which the participators make collaborative efforts vary. Amongst our 
sample size of seven, four participants seem to put more emphasis on collaboration with rival 
colleagues in their everyday work activities. It is suggested that they put more effort on being helpful 
to their colleagues to find answers and solutions rather than to compete amongst each other to find the 
best solution at work. 
 
4.3.3 Expressed Tension: Bringing Collaboration and Competition Together 
 
"(...) we have both competition and collaboration. It is who we [the company] are. We [teammates 
and individual employees] are result driven, we compete for the same thing and yet we collaborate to 
get those results. Why? We have to, but also because it is better when we do. Is it always smooth? No, 
it is not. Does it give grounds for discussions and tension? Yes.''. - Participant C 
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When discussing the experienced coopetitive situations in their full capacity, the participants share 
that it creates a feeling of latent hostility in varying degrees. It is hard for all participators to explicitly 
state what a coopetitive situation makes them feel. However, they tried and mentioned feelings of 
unease, nervousness, hopelessness, skittishness, excitement, stress, bemusement, confusion and 
irritation. 
 
In some cases, coopetition is a situation that is best worked through and endured. It does, however, 
create tension and discussion. Participant D shares that the situation can create” [--] discussions of 
varying levels and also a sense of discomfort''. When asked if the situation of becoming a competitor 
changes the way one acts and performs all participants agree that a competitive element, even a smaller 
one, bring something extra to an already established situation. In addition, Participant B, A and E 
reflect the fact that the situation creates a scene where priorities become an almost unconscious 
consequence. 
 
Participant C states that ‘'Yes, of course, competition changed the way you work. You start to compare 
yourself to others and reflect on your situation in a different light''. Actions and reactions are affected 
by the simultaneous needs to balance the current job and the future job, rewards and/or recognition. 
The balance is made harder and more confusing to maintain since your actions a current assignment 
will determine if you will participate and do well in the future one. Participant D expresses it as a 
dilemma with oneself. It is suggested that the situation mentioned above becomes a situation where 
everyone confronts feelings in favor and against of cooperation, ‘I do want to help out, this is my job 
this is what I will do and I like helping my colleagues' versus the devil on one's shoulder who argues 
‘ yes but it is not needed to know or needed to get the job done is it?'. It can, therefore, be also stressful 
for the individual to balance the two impulses to either collaborate more or compete more at the same 
time. 
 
In other cases of coopetition, it is more a matter of shrugging the situation off and move on with work, 
but with less enthusiasm. Furthermore, it is distinguished that the tension felt and experienced can 
both be from being an outsider looking at a situation of tension and as a participant in the tension. To 
inspect a situation and observe it is also a source of unease, confusion, and irritation because it 
indirectly or directly interferes with someone else's work that explicitly has nothing to do with the 
initial situation. 
 
‘'You are still a member of a team, you are all in the same boat and if a situation occurs within the 
team, it will affect the entire team to some degree'' The tension that springs from the coopetitive 
situation can therefore not only affect actions and feelings of the participating collaborators/ 
competitors but also affect the ones around them and their actions and feelings as well as a byproduct 
of the coopetitive environment. 
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Internal promotion can also cause tension, it is stated by one of the Participants that the ‘'same talent 
and knowledge at the same place and in direct competition creates competition, tension and overall 
issues'' is often the case that the competition overrides the collaborative elements and make the 
situation tense. It is further recognized that the participants acknowledge the need to be one strong 
company and to have a united front. If The Company shows a united front, it symbolizes a strong 
brand which is a competitive tool against external competitors and other companies. As it is now, the 
internal competition, due to coopetitive relationships, is a bigger worry to employees than the threat 
from external competition. 
 
4.4 Knowledge Sharing in Coopetitive Situations 
 
At The Company, it is noticed by all interviewees that sharing knowledge to their rival team members 
is beneficial, not only for the outcomes of teamwork but also for personal and organizational 
development. For instance, Interviewee C states that she needs to share valuable knowledge to 
colleagues she has to compete against due to the benefits it provides: "Knowledge sharing between 
colleagues who are competitors is about developing our business and ourselves. That's how we grow. 
[--] It is for the company and it needs to be done. If you figure out something with one client if you 
get a tip or a trick that is useful, if you have something that can help the business no matter what. 
Share. We all want the same thing. We need a bigger piece of the market in Stockholm, we need to 
recruit more, do more, if we do not share, we will not succeed". Interviewee E provides an example 
how knowledge sharing has led to a recent improvement in the performance of his team: "Sharing 
knowledge is absolutely important. I think it is the most important thing that made us actually show 
a profit in the last nine months. The reason for that is that we share what we think is good so we try 
to help give our customer what they want. I think that's the key to success and why we are actually 
so far in figures despite the competition". 
 
Interviewee B considers that sharing is beneficial if his colleagues possess knowledge that he is 
lacking to possess which helps him to improve individual performance:"[Sharing knowledge] could 
be beneficial if [my rival colleagues] have some experience I haven't worked with or if they have 
seen a side that I haven't seen. Then I can use what I learned to better run my own projects". 
Interviewee D finds knowledge sharing as a win-win situation where all parties involved in sharing 
can benefit: "If I share my knowledge I want to hear if my colleagues disagree or have other ideas. 
I seek knowledge [in order to] be able to answer my clients so I need to seek from others what I don't 
know myself. The more I help, the more they give me and we collaborate which increases the chances 
that I get more businesses, too. It's a win-win situation. I get more and my colleagues who I compete 
against can get more in the long run". Thus, there is a clear consensus among the participants that 
knowledge sharing is important for the achievement of both team and personal goals. 
 
However, due to the conflicting logics of simultaneous competition and collaboration, the 
interviewees are sometimes faced with a dilemma whether to share their knowledge or withhold it 
from their colleagues to gain personal benefits despite the common benefits that could be granted 
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by sharing knowledge to others. There are multiple conditions involved that have an impact on an 
individual's choice to make efforts to share knowledge in coopetitive situations. Some conditions 
have a fostering effect on knowledge sharing while others have a decelerating effect. We present an 
overview of these identified conditions that influence knowledge sharing between individuals in 
coopetitive situations. 
 
4.4.1 Type of knowledge 
 
At the company, the interviewees share both tacit and explicit knowledge. Explicit knowledge is more 
commonly shared as interviewees recruiting and assigning consultants share information about the 
candidates they have available. All interviewees express that it is effortless to share explicit knowledge 
because it is easily articulated as Interviewee C says: “It’s simple, clear information, who candidate I 
have and what he/she can do”. Most of the interviewees’ tasks include sharing tacit knowledge, for 
instance, how to work in recruitment. However, sharing tacit knowledge in coopetitive situations is 
perceived to be socially difficult by interviewees A, B, and F. This is due to the fact that sharing tacit 
knowledge regarding how things should be done can be seen as a critique for the knowledge receiver 
as expressed by Interviewee B: “It is very difficult to tell a colleague that this is how I work and this 
is how I do things even though maybe you could learn something from this. So, it is quite sensitive 
because the attempt to share tacit knowledge can be seen as a critique”. 
  
The interviewees explain that this social construct stems from co-workers’ perceptions that they need 
to appear as strong, competent team members and if they accept advices from competitors they show 
their weaknesses. As sharing tacit knowledge is less accepted among parties in coopetitive 
relationships, interviewees express that they are often unwilling to share it. 
 
4.4.2 Individual Factors 
 
We have identified four individual factors that affect individuals’ choice to share knowledge among 
rival team members in coopetitive situations. In this section, we present these factors categorized as 
cost of sharing, relationships, reciprocity, and power of knowledge. 
 
Cost of Sharing  
Most of the interviewees perceive time as a cost for sharing knowledge and often due to lack of time 
knowledge sharing suffers even if the knowledge sender would otherwise be motivated to do so. 
Interviewee F, for instance, has faced problems with collaborating and sharing because of lack of time. 
"Time can be a problem. We have a lot to do and it affects how much you can help and split your 
priorities". Similarly, when asked Interviewee B what would make him reject helping and sharing his 
knowledge he answers that sometimes he has to reject helping if he is too engaged to own work: "I 
[reject] it if I don't have time to do so". All interviewees express that time is a cost of sharing 
knowledge, time that could be used to achieve personal goals. Interviewee A explains that she and her 
team are motivated to share their candidates but because they are often occupied with their individual 
tasks they may be unable to share everything to their colleagues: "We are motivated but I think we 
don't always have the time to share. We just keep going on in our own tasks because it 
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is a pretty hectic schedule so that's why we don't sit and talk to each other". Therefore, time as a cost 
of sharing is indicated to create a barrier to knowledge sharing. 
 
Relationships  
Relationships are of importance by all the interviewees at The Company and they are influential 
determinants how employees collaborate and share knowledge among each other in coopetitive 
situations. When we ask about the role of interpersonal relationships in relation to knowledge sharing 
inside teams, Interviewee A and D respond: "Knowledge sharing is much about relationships between 
the people. I have many colleagues here who feel the same.", and "Relationships are important in 
order to create a good environment for collaboration and knowledge sharing". This is because 
"relationships solve problems" according to Interviewee F while Interviewee C says "they 
[relationships] guide how we act together and how we would like to act". With these pieces of 
evidence, the interviewees have indicated that relationships provide a ground for working jointly and 
sharing knowledge. 
 
However, interpersonal, social relationships vary among individuals at The Company and the nature 
of the relationship between colleagues tends to determine how willing the interviewees are to share 
their knowledge to their colleague and how easy it is to share. It is commonly agreed that knowledge 
is less shared with colleagues with whom the interviewees have an inferior relationship. Differing 
personalities and lack of respect are factors that tend to decrease the level of knowledge shared. 
Interviewee F, for example, express: "We are very different [in personalities]. [--] I have felt at times 
that…maybe we don't have that fun together after all and that can make for strange and strained 
situations. You like each other just fine but there is no…motivation to share". 
 
Furthermore, Interviewee B shares that cooperation is difficult within his team because of the people 
in his team, too, have differences in personalities and different mindsets which have led to a lack of 
respect between the colleagues. He says: "We all have different personalities. It's hard to collaborate. 
[--] I don't respect my colleagues. I don't think they have earned my respect and therefore there isn't 
much I would like to share with them. [--]. The relationship is bad because they think I try to take over 
their businesses". The interviewees express that with the lack of trust and respect, a perception occurs 
that rival team members attempt to outperform others which increase competition and the willingness 
to share knowledge diminishes. In contrast, Interviewee F explains how good interpersonal 
relationship affects his willingness to share knowledge: "I share my knowledge with the ones I like 
and have good communication with. Then there is mutual respect which motivates to share. It is about 
building relationships that will hold over time. I think this can help knowledge sharing. Build bridges 
that will hold". In addition, Interviewee C explains how the role of relationships is present in relation 
to working with competitors. She states: "If it is someone you genuinely like and respect, you function 
with this person. I prefer to help and talk more with this person [even if he is a competitor]. [--] 
Relationships are more important than a bonus". The interviewees indicate that good relationship is 
required to take the efforts to share knowledge to rival 
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colleagues. In addition, most of the interviewees explain that relationships are more important 
compared to personal gains. 
 
Reciprocity  
There is a common consensus that the interviewees expect to get something in return if they share 
their knowledge with their rival team members. Interviewee C, for example, explains that she tries to 
help her colleagues finding consultants to new assignments by sharing her candidates. She continued 
that she expects her colleagues to also help her in return: "I gladly share my candidates with my 
colleagues. And I expect them to come to me if they have something that can help me". Interviewee F 
explains that reciprocity is needed to maintain one's motivation to share because it alleviates the 
perception of being outperformed by the knowledge receiver: "It is needed, for motivation to keep on 
sharing. After a while, you get sick and tired of talking to someone who does not give you anything 
back or behave in a way to use your knowledge against you". Consequently, if the interviewees sense 
or know that a colleague is unwilling to share knowledge in return, it affects the interviewees' 
willingness to collaborate and share knowledge and that colleague will receive less knowledge from 
the interviewees. "I would back off. I would not happily go to that person. [--] It would be like stealing 
information from another and do everything on your own", explains Interviewee C when talking about 
colleagues who are consistently unwilling to help and share their knowledge. The participants imply 
that individuals are unwilling to share their knowledge to rival colleagues if they ignore providing 
reciprocal gestures. 
 
However, reciprocity is not solely relied on receiving a colleague's knowledge in return since the 
interviewees' value receiving appreciation from the efforts to share knowledge, too. It is agreed by all 
interviewees that if the knowledge receiver does not show appreciation, the motivation to share 
knowledge will decrease. Interviewee B experiences that he has extensively shared his knowledge to 
his colleagues but as the colleagues’ neglect to show appreciation for his efforts to share and help, the 
motivation to share decreases: "If I share a lot of my knowledge and help out, I expect to get something 
in return somewhere in the future, or at least an indication of appreciation. I have shared a lot of 
knowledge and talent. I know it has been very beneficial for my colleagues. It was appreciated at the 
time, but quite fast they forget that help. In the beginning, for example, I helped a new colleague to set 
up everything. I set up everything for her, this is how you should work, these are the tools you should 
use, when it comes to this client you should follow these processes. She uses this every day, but I don't 
feel much appreciation at all today. And that impacts if I want to share any knowledge". 
 
Interviewee A also shares her experiences when her efforts to share knowledge have been 
unappreciated: "I love to teach and to share my knowledge with others but if I'm being honest, my 
colleagues who do not have the same background they might think that they already know some of my 
skills and that they don't need my knowledge. Then they don't appreciate what they could learn from 
me as much as I would wish. So, then the receiving end should be willing to open up for knowledge 
sharing too. It is frustrating at times and affects my efforts to share". Furthermore, 
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Interviewee F shares similar experiences to the previous examples when asked about if he likes to 
share his knowledge: "Yes, I do. It's nice to share experiences and knowledge. And appreciation 
motivates you to do so. If I am in a situation, however, where I share and share and the person agrees 
and then has no intention of doing it back for me? Then no, I will not share. Everyone needs to feel 
like they are being heard and appreciated to share. If not, the motivation to share goes away. [--] 
Knowledge sharing and enhancing knowledge sharing is all about appreciation". As demonstrated 
through these pieces of evidence, all interviewees have explained that willingness to share knowledge 
decreases, if the efforts to share knowledge are unappreciated. 
 
Power of Knowledge  
When discussing the importance of knowledge in relation to enduring everyday tasks, it is 
acknowledged by all interviewees that knowledge is needed in order to achieve both personal and team 
goals. Thus, knowledge entails the power to perform and achieve goals at The Company. It is indicated 
that knowledge that provides a mean to achieve personal goals is prone to be withheld. Interviewee A, 
for instance, provides an example of how personal gains inhibit an individual's willingness to make 
efforts to share valuable knowledge: "Not everyone is as keen on opening up on what kind of 
candidates they have compared to others because they really want to keep the contacts for themselves. 
They get paid a lot for each candidate they hire". 
 
Along the same line, most of the interviewees express that there is a tendency that employees become 
protective to the knowledge they possess in order to achieve personal goals as Interviewee F says: "It 
is the case that we want the best [candidates]. Then you hold on to your own information, candidates, 
and possibilities because you know they are valuable. You want the best one for your own sake [--] 
and signal ‘this is mine'". Similarly, Interviewee C expresses: "Of course you are close to yourself. 
You want your business. This is my contact on this company. Mine." Thus, it is evident that valuable 
knowledge is more desired to be withheld for own purposes if it leads to achieving personal gains, 
instead of sharing it and making it available to rival team members. 
 
4.4.2 Organizational Factors 
 
We have found that there are several factors in the organizational context that influence individuals’ 
decision to share knowledge among rival team members in coopetitive situations. Below, we present 
these factors categorized as guidelines and company culture, goals and rewards, and opportunities to 
share. 
 
Guidelines and Company Culture 
 
Knowledge sharing between employees is perceived to be uncontrolled at The Company as there are 
no official guidelines or directives regarding knowledge sharing activities between employees that 
work under coopetitive situations. Interviewee F, for instance, answers when asked if guidelines 
exist:'' No not really, not when it comes to coopetition and sharing knowledge, it is more 
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common sense''. Interviewee C elaborates that guidelines are given on the processes and tasks they 
perform and only unwritten rules apply to collaboration toward team performance and continued: 
"We should share [candidates who have the best profile] amongst us. [--] No matter where and who 
found it". Accordingly, Interviewee C continues along with interviewees B and E that "[knowledge 
sharing] is what the company expects from us", "it's an unwritten rule that you should help your 
colleague", and "we are supposed to work together and share knowledge", respectively. Thereby, it 
is clear that The Company has managed to communicate to its employees that knowledge sharing 
and collaboration are norms that should be followed despite the fact that they are not incorporated in 
formal guidelines. 
 
However, due to the lack of formal guidelines, it is agreed that the extent to which the norms to share 
knowledge are followed depends on each individual. Interviewee A articulates this clearly: 
"It is up to ourselves how much we would like to open up for collaboration. The result is that some 
do not collaborate and share at all, and some do it all the time. [--] There are different kinds of 
kickbacks. And that could influence how keen one is to share candidates with others". Thus, the 
desire to gain something personal hinders individuals' attempts to share their knowledge between 
rival colleagues. Interviewee D suggests that coopetition is more experienced as survival of the fittest 
who gets the most knowledge: "We don't have guidelines. [--] It’s more of a fight over who gets more 
knowledge". The interviewees express that lack of guidelines exposes individuals to strive for 
personal goals which leads to higher competition. 
 
Interviewees perceive that knowledge sharing has improved over time at The Company and that the 
aim is to put even more emphasis on the company culture promoting collaboration. "I try to 
communicate the values of The Company. I remind them what we want to achieve as a team. [--] It 
is important to share and to have an environment inviting to share." explains Interviewee D. 
Interviewee C recommends enhancing the company culture even more toward collaboration because 
"We are all in the same boat, we are The Company. It hasn't always been like that. [Now] people 
have started to think to aim for same things". In addition, Interviewee D explains: "Most of our 
employees want to contribute to the team. [--] It's common sense. We should help. Generally, most 
of the time I think this is the case at The Company but there are always situations where competition 
wins over collaboration and knowledge is not shared. But that's always the case in our line of 
business. [--] We try to work with the culture of the company to encourage knowledge sharing". It is 
clear to all of the participants that the company culture promotes collaboration and knowledge 
sharing, yet, there are no pieces of evidence that the culture has had an actual effect to ensure that 
knowledge sharing takes place between individuals. 
 
Participants characterized as competitive dominant consider the lack of guidelines less concerning. 
In contrast, participants characterized as collaborative dominant express feeling of unease because 
there are no written guidelines. These participants consider that having guidelines could be more 
effective in encouraging toward collaborative actions and share more knowledge. For instance, 
Interviewee A suggests that there should be some guidelines because: "I think it should be more 
transparent that we should collaborate more. That's what the company expects from everyone". 
 
 

46 



Johanna Järvinen  
Emmelié Ylinenpää 

 
 
 
Interviewee E has already recognized some improvements toward collaboration due to guiding from 
the manager level: "I know that the head of our department sent out an email that no one owns a 
customer and if you haven't had a meeting or done anything in last three months with a customer, 
[you have to share your customer and] everyone is free to talk to the customer. [--] The goal from 
the top was that they want us to work more together. We are supposed to work together. Then I think 
everyone has realized that it's a good thing to cooperate and share to get more assignment when 
collaborating and becoming stronger". Consequently, an authoritative guiding seems to affect 
individuals to take efforts to share their knowledge as proven by Interviewee B along with the other 
indicated collaborative dominant participants: "If I share my knowledge I do it just to say I have done 
my part". With these statements, the interviewees indicate that guidelines from the manager level 
have a positive effect on knowledge sharing between individuals in coopetitive situations. 
 
Goals and Rewards  
At The Company, the performance goals are both individual and team specific and provide grounds 
for coopetitive situations. A general goal for the entire company is to grow, in terms of a number of 
employees as well as in delivered assignments leading to greater profits while individuals are all 
competing over resources and knowledge to meet their personal goals. Interviewees A, B, D, and F 
whose responsibilities include hiring new consultants all report that their "[team] goal is to grow" 
while they are competing over candidates to hire in order to meet their individual goals to employ a 
certain number of consultants per month. Interviewee C's responsibilities, in turn, include in-house 
recruiting and she is assessed based on how many consultants are assigned to new projects while the 
team's performance is evaluated based on the number of consultants working on projects versus idle 
consultants free of assignments. The goal of Interviewee E is to make as many sales as possible and 
the performance is assessed on team level regarding the amount of profit made by the team. 
 
The Company provides different reward systems for different units and teams within the units to 
encourage the individuals to strive for their goals. The reward systems vary between individual and 
group incentives, or in some cases, there are no rewards at all. While Interviewees A and C do not get 
any monetary or task related rewards, Informant D and his team have a weighted encouragement to 
work for individual goals due to the fact that they have individual bonuses and team rewards are 
considered minor: "We have bonus systems depending on the personal result. I have on this first year 
only based on recruitment. If the unit [performance] goes well enough there is a trip or conference 
each year and the teams that are delivering good results are welcome to join". He continues and says 
that as there is a weighted importance on individuals' goals, it is perceived that knowledge sharing 
between individuals is unimportant which leads to a situation that knowledge sharing suffers. 
However, if there was a team bonus, it could trigger the team to put more effort on team results and 
share their knowledge: "If there was a bonus that could be a trigger to walk that extra mile [to 
collaborate and share]". These statements are along with all participants expressing that personal 
incentives diminish knowledge sharing in coopetitive situations while group incentives increase 
collaboration and knowledge sharing. 
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Interviewee B shares that he and his team are rewarded based only on team result: "We get a bonus 
per consultant that we find and contract. It doesn't matter who finds the consultant or whose client it 
is because the bonus is evenly distributed in the team. When we had an individual bonus system, the 
person who found a consultant for the client, got the bonus. So, it was more individualistic. [--] But 
as we now have a team bonus system, it actually promotes working as a group". He continues that 
collaboration has previously been neglected and knowledge sharing has suffered, but there are signs 
of improvement after the team reward has been introduced. However, group incentives alone are 
insufficient to motivate the individuals to collaborate and share knowledge. Interviewee B, along with 
all competitive dominant participants, is aware that there should be both individual and group rewards 
to encourage the employees to take collaborative efforts and share knowledge: "I don't think it's 
sufficient to have a common bonus to work as a group and share [because] you need to be recognized 
individually ". Within the same line, Interviewee D states: "team bonuses do not give 
much…encouragement. [--] Individuals' want to be recognized for their good work". All participants 
express, yet, competitive dominant participants express more direct, that group rewards are solely 
insufficient to motivate individuals to share their knowledge to rival colleagues and they desire to be 
individually recognized for good work. 
 
While it is important to be noticed as an individual in coopetitive situations, all of the interviewees 
agree that the reward for good work does not necessarily need to be monetary. There is a common 
understanding that softer rewards are equally wanted. The most distinct soft reward suggested is 
recognition from the manager level. For instance, for Interviewee C, it would be a trigger to collaborate 
and share more if she received recognition for her personal contribution to good teamwork and 
provides a suggestion what managers could do: "[Rewards] do not have to be big, or fancy but just… 
show recognition. Something that is encouraging. Perhaps [managers] could send out a mail to 
everyone involved [in the assignment] and say that this here, sharing knowledge, made a difference 
here. To know what I did here really helped [the team] to get this big assignment. It would cheer on 
and give positive influence". 
 
Interviewee C further explains that receiving recognition of personal contribution in teamwork 
motivates to take actions toward collaboration and knowledge sharing. Similarly, when we ask 
Interviewee B what motivates him the most to share knowledge among other team members and work 
in coopetitive situations he explains: "I don't get any monetary compensation for doing all the business 
on my own. I have [a motivation], and that is for glory. [--] [It comes from] appreciation from my 
manager and the possibility to advance within the organization". With these statements, all 
participants indicate that the goal of collaboration and sharing knowledge is to gain recognition for 
personal contribution. This, in turn, motivates knowledge sharing. 
 
Opportunities to Share 
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The Company applies formal and informal channels for communication and knowledge sharing. Most 
employees rely on both channels when sharing their knowledge among their colleagues. The 
participants all agree that informal, face-to-face communication is the most used channel to share 
knowledge. Interviewee E, for example, explains how face-to-face communication is commonly used 
in his team: "Communication happens mostly face-to-face. So, I'm trying to [share my knowledge to 
my colleagues] face-to-face. Then my colleagues that are good on topics that I don't know do the same 
thing to me. I feel it leads to less competition and that's why I think we are pretty good at sharing and 
helping each other out this way". 
 
He continues that face-to-face communication indicates to decrease competitiveness in teams which 
provide a more open environment for knowledge sharing. It is a common consensus that face-to-face 
communication invites to share knowledge. "It is easier to collaborate and share if you sit in-house 
and in the same team" as explained by Interviewee D who also continues that by sitting close together, 
it creates a more open environment which can be a source of success. Interviewee C explains that an 
environment promoting sharing knowledge face-to-face has improved at The Company: 
"Collaboration and sharing get better and better. [--] Sitting down face-to-face is better than emails 
they say. We are coming tighter this way and more willing to share". However, informal 
communication can be challenging because individuals have different personalities and there is a lack 
of general consensus what is with be shared to the rival colleagues as well as how it is to be shared. 
Interviewee B explains: "It's difficult to communicate within the team because we are different 
personalities and have different mindsets. [--]. We don't communicate with each other in the right 
way. One colleague is used to communicate in a certain way which I don't appreciate. So, 
communication is the main reason I would say why we have challenges in knowledge sharing". 
 
Set, weekly meetings are the most common forms of formal knowledge sharing. These are used to 
help competing team members to share their knowledge regarding, for instance, general information 
over tasks, finding new clients and assignments as well as to inform colleagues about consultants they 
have who are out of tasks and ready to be assigned. In the team of Informant E, regular meetings are 
set to help colleagues to find new assignments: "We have team meetings every last Friday of the month, 
and we have meetings with the rest of our unit every Monday. [--] Then we have started to help each 
other to get to know new businesses once a month which takes place after office hours along with some 
food and drinks. [--] I think there are no difficulties in this way of sharing [our knowledge]. [--] 
Meetings are good because then [sharing] is efficient, you know what to share and you get up to 
speed". Furthermore, some of the interviewees explain that in their teams, the competing colleagues 
are expected to use whiteboards to share information about free consultants and assignments that can 
be brought together. For instance, Interviewee C clarifies her team's formal practices to share 
knowledge: "We have a whiteboard list, everyone can see it on the wall. We update which processes 
consultants are currently in and up to. If they are ready for an interview or going to interview, 
everyone knows. [--] It generally works well". 
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Consequently, all interviewees agree that in coopetitive situations, it is beneficial for knowledge 
sharing to have formal channels to share knowledge and most of the interviewees suggest that there 
should be even more formal channels available. Platforms that are more tailored for a specific type of 
knowledge or tasks are desired because they provide an understanding regarding the specific 
knowledge the employees are expected to share as well as show what knowledge is possessed by rival 
colleagues that could be commonly used for the achievement of team goals. Interviewee A suggests: 
"I think that if we had recruitment platforms, which we don't have at the moment in The Company [--
] it would make it easier to collaborate with each other and share what we have. Now we can't see the 
candidates our colleagues are working with, we don't have the insight for that today so it is very much 
up to each recruiter to take the time to send forward some CV that could better suit some other 
recruiter. [--] But if we had a better system for it, it could be better and it would be more transparent 
that everyone could see the candidates, who they are working with and meeting".  
 
Most of the interviewees express that formal platforms would improve knowledge sharing between 
individuals in coopetitive situations as they are an efficient way to share knowledge while guiding 
what is expected from them to share making the process of knowledge sharing more transparent to 
everyone. 
 

4.5 Summary of Main Findings 
 
The coopetitive situations have been identified as where competitive elements are introduced in a 
collaborative environment. A new attractive job assignment, a bonus, or any incentive is often the 
reason behind the coopetitive situation and create coopetitive between rival actors. The level of 
competition is identified through a type of competitive behavior and actions taken, extending from 
low to high. When the participants explain a situation with little competitive elements and where the 
competition is barely felt, it is expressed as an indirect competitive behavior. In this situation, the 
competition seems to have only a slight influence on how people act toward each other and chose to 
collaborate. In contrast, when they explain a situation where the level of competition is experienced 
as high, they describe a direct competitive behavior. In this situation, the competition has a clear effect 
on the actors’ behavior and competition is communicated both verbally and made clear with actions. 
 
The level of teamwork and collaboration is identified through a type of behavior identified as either 
cooperative or collaborative or somewhere in-between. When the participants explain a situation 
where the collaboration and teamwork are low but still present and working, they refer to it as 
cooperative behavior. Here, the actors explain their relationship with other actors as businesslike. They 
describe that they think of teamwork as a strategy to reach a target or a goal. The identified actor in a 
relationship do not share more than he or she has to, to reach a goal. On the other hand, when teamwork 
is experienced as high and the teamwork is very good, the actors describe their behavior as 
collaborative. In this situation, the actor shares more with his or her rival colleagues. Amongst our 
sample size of seven, four out of the seven participants put more emphasis on collaboration and 
collaborating activities when describing their everyday work life and environment. 
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The remaining three participants put more emphasis on competition and competitive activities in their 
everyday work activities and environment. The level of competition is implied to be higher with the 
participants who put emphasis on competition and the level of competition is implied to be lower with 
the ones who emphasized collaboration. 
 
It has been noted that tension and a change of behavior occur regardless of the level of competition in 
relation to a level of collaboration. The tension is experienced as negative and is indicated to have an 
impact on work performance. It has been expressed by the participants that the coopetitive situation 
creates a knowledge sharing dilemma for the actors involved. The dilemma is expressed as an attitude 
to either share or withhold knowledge. The balance between willingness to share and hoard knowledge 
tends to depend on the levels of competition and collaboration. 
 
In addition, we have identified multiple conditions that have indicated to affect the choice to share. 
These conditions are categorized as type of knowledge, individual factors, and company context 
factors. 
 
Type of knowledge  
The first identified condition is connected to the type of knowledge. From the collected data, it is 
indicated that tacit knowledge is generally less shared in coopetitive situations compared to explicit 
knowledge. This is because tacit knowledge sharing is socially sensitive and it can be seen as a critique 
from a competitor, hence tacit knowledge sharing tends to suffer in coopetitive situations. 
 
Individual factors  
As a first individual factor, time is indicated to be a cost of sharing knowledge, and the extent to which 
knowledge is shared tends to depend on the time provided to actively share knowledge. If provided 
time for knowledge sharing is scarce, knowledge sharing tends to suffer because individuals prefer to 
exploit the time for achieving personal goals. 
 
As a second individual factor, a relationship between the knowledge sender and knowledge recipient 
is indicated to determine the extent to which knowledge is shared in coopetitive situations. Tense 
relationship with the knowledge receiver influences the knowledge sender's willingness to share 
knowledge due to mistrust and perception that the receiver aims to outperform other members of the 
team with the shared knowledge. In contrast, good relationships enhance knowledge sharing due to 
mutual respect. Furthermore, good relationships tend to exceed the value of other incentives, for 
instance, monetary rewards, thus knowledge is indicated with be shared with colleagues even at the 
cost of personal benefits if the relationship is perceived good. 
 
Reciprocity, as a third individual factor, has been indicated to have an impact on knowledge sharing 
between individuals in coopetitive situations. The expectation that the knowledge sender can get 
something beneficial for his/her own use in return from the efforts made to share knowledge tends to 
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have a positive effect on knowledge sharing under coopetitive situations. In contrast, if the knowledge 
sender expects that nothing can be received in return, knowledge sharing tends to suffer due to the 
threat of being outperformed by rival team member if the efforts are taken to share knowledge. 
However, besides of expecting to receive knowledge in return from the efforts made to share 
knowledge, appreciation is indicated to be highly valued as a reciprocal gesture. Individuals sharing 
knowledge expect appreciation from the efforts to share knowledge and if the knowledge receiver 
neglects to show gratitude, the individual's motivation to share knowledge decreases. 
 
As a last individual factor, the power of knowledge indicates a barrier for knowledge sharing if 
knowledge is a mean to achieve personal goals. This is because it is perceived as more desirable to 
withhold knowledge for personal purposes leading to individual gains in comparison to sharing the 
knowledge and making it available to rival colleagues. 
 

 
Organizational factors  
Regarding the organizational factors, we have identified that guidelines and company culture tend to 
determine to what extent knowledge is shared among individuals in coopetitive situations. Company 
culture promoting knowledge sharing is indicated to be insufficient to assure that individuals share 
their knowledge to each other due to individuals' competitiveness to reach personal gains. Knowledge 
is shared to the extent the individual wishes to share it and due to competitiveness, some individuals 
wish to withhold their knowledge. In contrast, when articulated guiding is present addressing that 
employees are required to share their knowledge, individuals make the effort to share knowledge to 
their rival colleagues. Thus, guidelines promoting knowledge sharing indicate to have a positive effect 
on knowledge sharing in coopetitive situations. 
 
Goals and rewards, another identified factor, have connoted to have an effect on individuals in 
choosing to share knowledge among riva colleagues in coopetitive situations. It is indicated that 
personal goals, as well as personal incentives, increase competitiveness that tend to diminish 
knowledge sharing whereas group goals and incentives tend to increase collaboration and knowledge 
sharing. However, group rewards are indicated to be insufficient to encourage individuals to share 
knowledge since individuals wish to be rewarded by their personal efforts in team work, which can be 
in form of monetary incentive or recognition by the manager level. Thus, lack of individual rewards 
in a setting where group rewards are granted tends to hinder knowledge sharing. Thereby, both team 
and individual rewards are likely to encourage individuals to share knowledge among rival colleagues 
in coopetitive situations. 
 
Opportunities to share serve as the last identified condition in company context indicating to affect 
knowledge sharing between individuals in coopetitive situations. It is indicated that informal face-to-
face communication is found to be desired because it has a positive effect on the attempts to share 
knowledge to colleagues in coopetitive situations. This is due to the fact that face-to-face 
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communication alleviates competitiveness between individuals allowing them to build ties between 
each other that encourage to share knowledge. However, informal communication is seen more 
challenging as there is no general consensus what is required to be shared to rival colleagues as well 
as how the knowledge should be shared in a way that it can be understood by everyone, thus informal 
knowledge sharing can be inefficient. It is indicated that formal channels, in turn, are found to be 
prompt channels to share knowledge because they indicate to provide an efficient practice to share 
knowledge as they guide individuals what is expected from them to share while speeding knowledge 
sharing process which alleviates the barriers to sharing knowledge. If formal channels are not 
provided, individuals may withhold their knowledge due to lack of opportunities and understanding 
to share. 
 
The empirical findings will be discussed in relation to literature in the next chapter. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

53 



Johanna Järvinen  
Emmelié Ylinenpää 

 

 

5. Discussion 
 
This chapter will provide an analytical discussion based on our empirical findings in relation to our 
theoretical framework. In the discussion part, we refer to coopetitive relationships as a relationship 
formed between rivalry actors which are based on the levels of competition and collaboration in a 
situation and on the actors, themselves. We refer to relationships as interpersonal and social 
relationships between individuals which is a factor influencing the coopetitive relationship. 
 

5.1 Different types of coopetitive relationships 
 
Previous studies on coopetition have acknowledged that coopetition could manifest on the individual 
level of analysis. It has been stated that constant interactions between actors can by circumstance be 
defined as coopetitive if the interactions are affected by collaborative as well as competitive elements 
at the same time and it is within the same product area (Bengtsson et al., 2010). In this study, the 
product is knowledge as knowledge is seen as the most important input to create organizational output. 
From our empirical findings, we can conclude that the employees experience different levels of 
competition in their working environment and that these competitive elements affect the behavior as 
well as the extent of their collaborative efforts. This is in line with what Dorn et al. (2016) describe as 
typical for internal coopetition within organizations. The relationship between employees become 
coopetitive when the interactions between them change due to the introduction of competitive 
elements in an originally highly collaborative environment. In this discussion, we will focus on the 
individual actor in the coopetitive relationship and whether he or she show more collaborative or 
competitive tendencies towards the rival colleague. 
 
Even if all participants acknowledge that they have cooperative relationships with teammates, there is 
a clear distinction made between ‘cooperation' and ‘collaboration' to describe teamwork related 
efforts. Roughly half of the participants acknowledge their teamwork as ‘cooperative', stating that the 
collaborative efforts are more forced than given freely. When this is the case, team work is described 
as a silent agreement to pursue a collective goal or settled objectives. The efforts to collaborate are 
purely business related and the relationship between the actors are purely business oriented. When this 
is the case, the competition between the individual and the rival colleague is enhanced rather than 
diminished. When the word ‘collaboration' is used to describe teamwork related efforts, the actors 
describe teamwork to be more than purely a business relationship and a way to reach an identified 
goal. Here, the actors state that their collective efforts are linked to gain a win-win situation and that 
they collaborate to help the company develop. When the level of collaboration is high, collaborating 
efforts are more substantial. The reasons for a seemingly higher level of collaboration is tied to the 
closeness of the competitors. If the actors have known each other for a longer period of time and 
collaborated before, the collaboration is perceived more effortless. When the level of collaboration is 
indicated to be low, collaborating efforts are less extensive and have been harder for the actors to 
describe because they have a minimal relationship with their rival colleagues. This is consistent with 
what Bengtsson et al. (2010) refer to as strength of ties in relation 
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to coopetitive dynamics. If the ties between actors are weak, the competition between actors are higher. 
If the collaboration between actors are high, their tie to each other are stronger. 
 
The competition between individuals is described to entail both actions and conversations. When 
situations with a strong competition are described in examples, the actor describe a type of behavior 
which is more direct and verbal. The competition is described either as well defined and implied or 
inferred from an action that is perceived as competitive. When situations of less competition is 
described, the actors sense an indirect competitive behavior. 
 
This discovery on different levels of cooperation and competition in a coopetitive situation can be 
related to Bengtsson and Kock (2010) and their typology to describe coopetitive relationships as 
competitive dominant, collaborative dominant or equal parts cooperative and competitive. When the 
interaction is described by our participating actors, they describe a lower level of collaborative efforts 
due to a distance between the actors and their original reasons for collaborating. The actors are often 
forced to collaborate, they do not offer to help each other, and the outcome is that they try to avoid 
interaction with each other as much as possible instead. In this case the actors describe their 
collaborative efforts as cooperative. This description is in line with what Bengtsson et al. (2010) have 
defined as a competition dominated relationship between actors. When the interaction with a rivalry 
actor is described as collaborative, the level of collaboration is higher and the collaborative efforts are 
more. Our empirical findings indicate that the actors are, in the majority of cases, in friendly and 
genuine relationships with their rival colleagues. The majority of our interviewees are happy to 
collaborate because it is for the better of the organization and for the organizational goal to grow and 
compate externally for market shares. The actors still compete with each other, but is is on a small 
scale. Based on this, the level of collaboration is high and the level of competition is small in 
comparison and indicated that the actors are more collaborative dominant in their relationship with 
their rival competitor (ibid). 
 
Figure 3, below shows that a high degree of competition is characterized by a direct competitive 
behavior whereas a lower degree of competition is characterized by a more indirect competitive 
behavior. Actors who focus collaborative efforts are characterized as being collaborative and are 
collaborative dominant. Actors who focus less on collaborative efforts are characterized as being 
cooperative and are competitive dominant. 
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Figure 3: Our own illustration: summary of analysis, types of cooperative actors 

 
From our empirical findings, we can conclude that there are more collaborative dominant actors (four), 
than competitive dominant actors (three) derived from our sample size of seven. These identified 
competitive dominant actors show a higher degree of opportunistic behavior and strategic thinking, 
and they express less trust and respect to their colleagues. It has been indicated that the identified 
competitive dominant actors are more prone to act opportunistically and trust their colleagues less that 
collaborative dominant actors. However, our findings suggest that collaborative dominant actors also 
act opportunistic. In our case, it has been indicated that both collaborative dominant actors as well as 
collaborative dominant actors can choose not to share knowledge with their rival actors. 
 

5.2 Balance between competition and collaboration 
 
The competitive elements identified are grounded in an opportunistic behavior. Liu et al. (2014) 
identify opportunistic behavior as a characteristic in a coopetitive relationship, where the pursuit of 
rewards tends to come at the expense of another participator, such as a teammate. Within the case 
company, several monetary incentives are offered based on numbers, reached financial goals and 
individual efforts to find new candidates or clients. The pursuit of such rewards creates an expressed 
opportunistic behavior, where the actors can be motivated to pursue self-fulfillment at the expense of 
the entire team and its members. When this have happened within the case Company, the interviewed 
actors describe a tense situation where opportunistic behavior occurs and knowledge and help is 
withheld at the expense of others. 
 
Another form of opportunistic behavior identified by the actors is an active choice to be partially 
cooperative, for example, by neglecting to share opportunities, valuable information or a helping hand 
for the collective gains of the group. In a company where knowledge is the most important 
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input, partial collaboration is seen to be as unfavorable as neglecting to share. By being selective and 
strategic in collaborative efforts, the actors describe how the team feeling is disrupted and feelings of 
mistrust, disbelief, and dismay arise and affect the collective outcome. It has also been suggested that 
the emergence of opportunistic behavior can disrupt a power balance in the team, making the 
relationships in the team hostile and affect the extent of collaborative efforts (Liu et al., 2014). When 
all actors involved share what they do, what they have done and what they will do, there is an equal 
distribution of power. When one actor chose to withhold information, tips and help, he or she become 
more powerful than the others. This is indicated to be the most common opportunistic problem at the 
case company; when an actor chooses not to share what he or she knows that could potentially be 
helpful for another rival actor. 
 
This is something Padula and Dagnino (2007) refer to a change in the balance of cooperative and 
competitive elements. In a situation where competition and collaboration are in equilibrium, there are 
signs of progression in collective work and the competition is on a level where it is noticed without 
causing problems. This can even spur internal contest for the collective gain of the group, for example, 
to come up with the best idea to win collectively. This is situated as a balanced coopetitive situation 
and is, according to coopetitive literature (Bengtsson et al., 2010), the best form of coopetition. 
However, a balanced coopetitive situation can quickly become either competitive or collaborative 
dominant due to the actors within the situation. One factor that can cause the situation to change 
promptly is differences in priorities, even if they are minor. In our sample size of seven, our identified 
competitive dominant actors have a different mindset in relation to priorities than our collaborative 
dominant ones. Overall, when a change in the balance occurs, the tendency is that the situation 
becomes more competitive rather than collaborative. The empirical findings indicate that in most 
cases, the sense of rivalry will become greater if an individual incentive is introduced. 
 
The empirical findings indicate that if the actor has once perceived a rival actor as a competitor, he or 
she will continue to view this person as a rival. This is the case for both the collaborative dominant 
and competitive dominant actors interviewed. That is, even after the actors are no longer in 
competition for the same award, price or benefits, the interviewed actors imply that they still see a 
former rival as a rival to some extent. The findings indicate that the extent to which a competitor is 
considered as rival depends on the feelings developed through the coopetitive situation and the 
interactions that formed the coopetitive relationship. This could be explained by the formation of a 
rivalry map (Lundgren-Henriksson and Kock, 2016), during the time of the competition that will guide 
the behavior for other future coopetitive situations as well. The rivalry map is formed during a 
competition where an actor maps out who the competitor is and how he should act towards this person 
(ibid). 
 
It has been indicated by the empirical findings that the length of a coopetitive situation, including 
whether the actor is competitive dominant or collaborative dominant, is of importance. Additionally, 
we have found that the behavior of the winning competitor after the situation is over, affects the 
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relationship between colleagues thereafter. Lundgren-Henriksson and Kock (2016, have identified a 
link between emotions and a past perception of experiences. When the participants are reminded of a 
coopetitive situation that has given them negative feelings, it is indicated that the competition between 
the previous rival actors remain. However, if the collaborative efforts are appreciated and noticed 
despite a high competition, it generates positive emotions. When this is the case, one of our participants 
explain that the competition evaporates when the situation is over and they no longer feel as 
competitive towards the former rival actor. 
 
If the actors describe competition as high but at the same time acknowledge the need to collaborate, 
the tension of competition is alleviated, and the situation becomes balanced (Bengtsson et al., 2010). 
This is most often the description within the case company. The actors feel the competition on different 
levels but they also acknowledge that they should collaborate. According to the empirical findings, 
the balanced cooperative situation is more manageable, but according to Adam and Brett (2014), the 
balanced situations are inherently challenging due to the confusion of the involved actors. They are 
hard to classify since situation are either competitive dominant or collaborative dominant. The 
difference here, as indicated by our findings, is that the balanced situation can be managed if the 
competitors know who they are competing with. If the competitor is known to be someone in the 
current team but not clearly stated, the situation would be more stressful since it would be harder to 
identify who is the actual rival and who is not. 
 

5.3 Knowledge Sharing in Coopetitive Situations 
 
The findings presented in the empirical chapter demonstrate that knowledge sharing between 
individuals in coopetitive situations is important for the quality of performance on both individual 
and team levels, and for the development of business through individual learning. Current literature 
acknowledges similar favorable attributes related to knowledge sharing indicating individuals' focal 
role in the process to make knowledge available to organizational members leading to individual and 
business development (e.g. Hutter et al., 2011; Ipe, 2003; Lin et al., 2010; Zineldin, 2004). However, 
our findings have indicated that the paradoxical nature of coopetition entailing simultaneous 
competition and cooperation creates challenges for knowledge sharing between individuals as 
individuals face a dilemma whether to share their knowledge among rival team members contributing 
to common goals or to withhold knowledge in order to outperform team members and achieve 
personal gains. These findings are along with previous literature acknowledging that individuals 
working under coopetitive situations may withhold their knowledge from rival team members due to 
competitiveness over personal gains (Baruch & Lin, 2012). Thus, we have found on the individual 
level, that knowledge sharing is one form of coopetition similarly as it has been recognized on other 
levels of coopetition (e.g. Tsai, 2002). As discussed earlier, actors tend to adopt either competitive 
or collaborative dominant position in a coopetitive relationship which is grounded by the level of 
competition and collaboration in the situation. The actor’s attitude toward knowledge sharing - 
whether to share or not - is dependent on 
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the competitive or collaborative characteristics of the individual in coopetitive relationship. Thus, 
due to competitiveness, individuals, to a varying degree, tend to withhold knowledge. This can be 
considered as the first stage, how coopetition affects knowledge sharing between individuals (See 
figure 4). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As a second stage affecting knowledge sharing, our study has indicated that there are multiple 
conditions that affect an individual’s ultimate choice to share knowledge in coopetitive situations.  
As individual level knowledge sharing is crucial for the success of individual, team, and 
organizational levels, it is important to understand the effects of coopetition on individual’s choice 
to share knowledge. All the discovered conditions affecting an individual’s choice to share applies 
to both types of actors we have identified, the competitive and collaborative dominant. Despite the 
differing characteristics of these two types, we have uncovered that to the most extent the factors 
show identical implications to both types of characteristics excluding two factors, company culture 
and guidelines, and goals and rewards. Table 4 summarizes our findings which are further discussed 
in the following sections. 
 
5.3.1 Type of knowledge 
 
Previous literature acknowledges that there are two forms of knowledge, explicit and tacit (e.g. Grant, 
1996). While explicit knowledge, referring to knowing about, is easily articulated and shared, tacit 
knowledge, referring to knowing how, is difficult to codify and express making it difficult to share 
(ibid.). In our case, individuals share both forms of knowledge but depending on whether the 
knowledge is tacit or explicit, coopetition has different effects on sharing. Both collaborative and 
competitive dominant characteristics indicate that explicit knowledge is technically easy to share and 
thus, individuals are more inclined to share it with rival team members. Tacit knowledge, on the other 
hand, is indicated to be more sensitive to share and thus, tacit knowledge sharing tends to suffer. This 
is indicated to be due to the social construct of sharing tacit knowledge since it can be perceived as a 
critique of knowledge demonstrating how one should perform tasks is given by rival team member. 
This has not been recognized by previous literature since it has only been acknowledged that sharing 
tacit knowledge requires higher investment to share (e.g. Jensen & Szulanski, 2004), and thus sharing 
of tacit knowledge may suffer in coopetitive situations. However, our findings demonstrate that tacit 
knowledge sharing suffers due to the social sensitivity of providing guiding to a team member who is 
considered to be a competitor. 
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5.3.2 Individual Factors 
 
We have identified four individual factors from our findings that affect an individual’s choice to 
share knowledge among rival team members in coopetitive situations. The sharing of knowledge 
implies to both tacit and explicit types of knowledge as the identified individual factors indicate to 
apply to both types of knowledge. In the following sections, the term knowledge refers to both tacit 
and explicit knowledge. The factors identified affecting knowledge sharing, categorized as the power 
of knowledge, reciprocity, relationships, and cost of sharing, are demonstrated below. 
 

 
Power of knowledge 
 
At The Company, knowledge is needed to ensure every-day tasks and it is a source to achieve both 
personal and team goals. Due to competition between individuals to achieve their personal goals, 
cooperative efforts contributing to common goals through knowledge sharing tends to diminish if 
the knowledge is a source for personal goal achievement. Regardless of the collaborative or 
competitive dominant type of characteristics, individuals are unwilling to make their valuable 
knowledge available to others to gain personal benefits with the help of their own knowledge while 
making it unavailable to others. They thus prevent rivals to generating benefits from this knowledge. 
Hence, knowledge provides a powerful resource to outperform other actors in coopetitive 
relationships as the knowledge needed to generate gains is withheld from others. This, in turn, leads 
the superiority of the knowledge possessor. 
 
 
This finding confirms the power perspective of knowledge that is acknowledged in existing literature, 
stating that knowledge provides a powerful mean to outperform other parties in coopetitive 
relationships (Baruch and Lin, 2012). Furthermore, it has been suggested that knowledge sharing 
suffers between individuals when knowledge is considered as a source of power as it is more 
desirable for individuals to keep the knowledge for themselves in order to achieve personal gains 
(ibid.). With our findings, we have supported previous literature acknowledging that knowledge 
sharing between individuals tends to suffer in coopetitive situations when knowledge provides a 
mean to achieve personal gains. Thereby, powerful knowledge creates a barrier for knowledge 
sharing between individuals in coopetitive situations. 
 
Reciprocity  
Reciprocity, referring to the practice of mutual give-and-take exchange (Hendriks, 1999; Weiss, 
1999), signifies in our case that individuals sharing their knowledge expect to get a compensation 
from their competitors in return for the efforts made to share knowledge. In coopetitive situations, 
reciprocal gestures provide an extrinsic motivation to share knowledge. This is because it makes 
sharing knowledge worthwhile since the knowledge sender can expect to get beneficial knowledge 
for his/her own use. This is appreciated because the collected knowledge can be used for achieving 
personal goals from giving valuable knowledge to the rival receiver. This is along the line with 
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knowledge sharing literature, stating that the knowledge sender must be able to anticipate returns 
from the receiver in order to make the effort and share knowledge (Schultz, 2001). Our findings have 
indicated that this notion applies also in coopetitive situations. Thus, the expectation of receiving 
beneficial knowledge in return from competitors tends to have a positive effect on knowledge sharing 
in coopetitive situations. 
 
However, our second finding regarding reciprocity in coopetitive situations implies that a reciprocal 
gesture does not necessarily need to involve knowledge that directly contributes to the sender's 
benefit. Both collaborative and competitive dominant characteristics demonstrate that a sign of 
appreciation from the knowledge receiver is highly appreciated as it indicates respect and feeling of 
acceptance from a rival colleague. This is seen as a reward for the efforts to share knowledge for 
common good. Our finding supports previous literature acknowledging that individuals desire to be 
recognized as individuals and distinguished in terms of personal efforts (Bock et al., 2005). As other 
team members appreciate and acknowledge the knowledge sender's contribution to team level needs, 
the motivation to make collaborative efforts and share knowledge increase. 
 
Or findings are aligned with Hutter et al. (2011) stating that once an individual can expect mutual 
gains from sharing knowledge, the knowledge sender is more likely to contribute to the team level 
needs. In contrast, once the knowledge sender expects that only the knowledge receiver gains from 
knowledge sharing, the motivation to make collaborative efforts and share knowledge tends to 
decrease. This is due to the perception that by sharing valuable knowledge the sender gets no added 
personal value from the efforts to share knowledge for team performance while facilitating the 
receiver to outperform the sender by providing valuable knowledge. Thus, the notion acknowledged 
in knowledge sharing literature stating that willingness to share knowledge decreases if value-add to 
the sender is non-existent from the efforts made to share knowledge (Hendriks, 1999; Weiss, 1999) 
applies also to coopetitive situations. The expectation to receive a compensation from the rival 
knowledge receiver, such as knowledge or appreciation, tends to enhance an individual's willingness 
to share knowledge for team level activities. In contrast, if an individual cannot expect to receive 
reciprocal gestures for the efforts made to share knowledge, the willingness to share knowledge for 
team level activities decreases. 
 
Relationships  
A central factor for knowledge sharing between individuals in coopetitive situations is the 
relationship between the actors involved. When referring to relationships here we indicate social 
relationships between actors involved in coopetitive relationships. The nature of the social 
relationship has indicted to determine the extent to which knowledge is shared to a rival colleague in 
order to help the colleague as well as to contribute to team performance. It seems that good and 
trusting relationship promotes cooperation and enhances knowledge sharing because respect 
provides a rationale for working jointly to achieve team goals instead of solely competing against 
each other for personal gains. This is aligned with previous literature that has recognized trust being 
necessary for coopetitive relationships as it provides reliance between the actors (Baruch and 
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Lin, 2012). Trust builds confidence that the shared knowledge is used to achieve common goals 
instead of leading the knowledge receivers to act opportunistically. However, as a contradiction to 
previous literature, our findings indicate that knowledge is unhesitantly shared to rival colleagues 
with whom the sender has an exceptionally good and trusting relationship with, even at the cost of 
achieving personal gains. The findings show that the role of relationships exceeds all negative effects 
of competition, enhancing an individual's willingness share valuable knowledge with rival 
colleagues. Thus, relationships do not only increase reliance between rival team members but also 
evaluates a rival colleague's success more important compared to personal success leading to 
enhanced knowledge sharing. 
 
In contrast, when the relationship between the actors involved in a coopetitive relationship is weak, 
for instance, due to lack of respect or trust, or differences in personalities, knowledge sharing suffers. 
Weak relationships lead to a weak reliance between team members increasing the perception that 
shared knowledge is used opportunistically by rival colleagues. Weak relationships increase the 
sense of competition and knowledge sharing sufferers as individuals are unwilling to share their 
knowledge that could help rivals succeed. Previous literature has recognized that mistrust creates a 
barrier to knowledge sharing as it threatens knowledge sender with the perception that knowledge 
receiver is unwilling to contribute to knowledge sharing while exploiting the received knowledge for 
personal gains (Kramer, 1999). Thereby, the nature of the interpersonal relationship has an impact 
on knowledge sharing between individuals in coopetitive situations. While interpersonal trust 
enhances knowledge sharing, mistrust decreases knowledge sharing. 
 
Cost of Sharing 
Lack of time is one of the most commonly perceived costs of sharing knowledge that hinders 
knowledge sharing between individuals (Hew & Hara, 2007). Similarly, in a coopetitive situation, 
the cost of sharing knowledge is demonstrated in our findings to be the time lost that could be used 
to complete personal tasks. If there is a lack of time to manage personal tasks, knowledge sharing 
between individuals for common good suffers regardless whether the knowledge possessor can be 
characterized as collaborative dominant or competitive dominant. Knowledge management literature 
has acknowledged that individuals' desire to share their knowledge is dependent on the ratio between 
perceived benefits and costs from the efforts taken to share knowledge (Blau, 1964; Emerson, 1981). 
Similarly, our findings demonstrate that in coopetitive situations, individuals evaluate the costs and 
benefits that occur when contributing to knowledge sharing. Time is perceived as cost from the 
actions taken to share knowledge among rival team members as that time could have been used for 
completing personal goals. Thus, knowledge sharing tends to suffer in coopetitive situations if 
individuals have insufficient time to manage their personal tasks since individuals tend to prioritize 
personal performance over team performance. 
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5.3.3 Organizational Factors 
 
We have identified three organizational factors from our findings that affect individual’s choice to 
engage in knowledge sharing activities in coopetitive situations. The identified factors indicate to 
concern both tacit and explicit knowledge, hence they are undistinguished in the following section 
and when using the term knowledge, we refer to both tacit and explicit knowledge. We present these 
factors below categorized as goals and rewards, guidelines and company culture, and opportunities 
to share. 
 
 
Goals and Rewards 
Previous literature on individual level coopetition has acknowledged that individuals require 
appropriate rewards that encourage them to engage in knowledge sharing processes in coopetitive 
situations (Hutter et al., 2011). Similarly, our study reveals that rewards seem to be needed to 
encourage knowledge sharing in coopetitive situations. Our findings indicate that personal goals 
increase competitiveness if rewards are granted for personal achievements while team goals decrease 
competitiveness if rewards are granted for team achievements. This is because personal rewards 
promote the achievement of personal goals which steer employees to compete over resources that 
are needed to fulfill personal tasks. Thus, individuals' willingness to share their knowledge among 
each other decreases because they wish to keep the knowledge for themselves to achieve personal 
goals. In contrast, team rewards promote the achievement of team goals leading employees to put 
emphasis on sharing their knowledge to achieve team goals. Hence, individuals' willingness to share 
their knowledge among each other increases in order to ensure high level of team performance. Our 
findings are in accordance with previous literature as it is recognized that individual incentives 
decrease collaborative efforts and knowledge sharing whereas team incentives enhance collaborative 
efforts, leading to increased knowledge sharing (Deutsch, 1949). 
 
Interestingly, our findings also indicate that team rewards solely are insufficient to motivate 
individuals to share their knowledge in coopetitive situations. This is because individuals desire to 
gain recognition from personal efforts and contribution in team work which applies to both types of 
characteristics we have identified. However, it can be identified that individuals that are more 
competitive dominant tend to have a stronger demand for individual rewards. Our findings indicate 
that both team and individual rewards enhance knowledge sharing between individuals in coopetitive 
situations. Team incentives promote knowledge sharing, contributing to team level performance, 
while individual rewards provide individuals required recognition from their individual efforts made 
in team performance. It is indicated that individual rewards can be in form of bonus, promotion or 
praise from the managers. Studies made on individual level coopetition have not yet recognized that 
both individual and team incentives are desired. Yet, knowledge management literature 
acknowledges that both personal and team incentives must be provided to facilitate efficient 
knowledge sharing between individuals (Siemsen et al., 2007). Thus, our findings indicate that this 
applies also to coopetitive situations. Even if team rewards show to 
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increase collaboration and knowledge sharing, they are solely insufficient to ensure that individuals 
make the efforts to share knowledge as individuals need to gain recognition from their personal 
efforts. 
  
Guidelines and Company culture 
Our findings demonstrate that formal guidelines, in contrast to norms, have a stronger influence on 
individuals' encouragement to share knowledge between rival colleagues. While the company culture 
in our case communicates to all employees that collaborative efforts to share knowledge are required, 
there is a lack of evidence demonstrating that unwritten rules ensure individuals to make the efforts 
to share their knowledge. Collaborative dominant actors are indicated to have a stronger awareness 
of the company culture for promoting cooperation, yet, it is acknowledged by everyone that unwritten 
rules are not always followed. 
 
In contrast, competitive dominant actors show less affiliation to company culture, indicating a 
weaker consensus toward company culture. A notion acknowledged by previous literature indicating 
that norms may lead individuals to voluntarily fulfill common benefits and share knowledge at the 
cost of personal benefits (Wang et al., 2014) does not apply in coopetitive situations. Due to 
competition over personal goals, individuals desire to withhold their knowledge as the environment 
without written rules lacks providing directives to the employees for sharing their knowledge to rival 
colleagues. Thus, the notion that norms represent key drivers in coopetitive situations accelerating 
knowledge-sharing toward team outcomes (Baruch & Lin, 2012) cannot be supported in coopetitive 
situations based on our findings as neither collaborative or competitive dominant characteristics 
provide evidence that company culture regarding knowledge sharing is followed. 
 
Collaborative dominant actors have shown that they desire to have articulated guidelines that 
demonstrate more emphasis on collaboration and knowledge sharing while such desires are less 
indicated by collaborative actors. However, a competitive dominant actor as well as some 
collaborative dominant actors have indicated that guidelines encourage individuals to collaborate and 
share knowledge, thus guidelines tend to enhance knowledge sharing. Previous literature has ignored 
to recognize the role of guidelines in knowledge sharing between individuals, yet, our findings 
demonstrate that they play a crucial role in enhancing knowledge sharing. Guidelines provide a more 
persuasive mean to oblige employees to share their knowledge, thus employees are more inclined to 
take the collaborative effort to share their knowledge with rival team members in order to fulfill 
demanded personal contribution in team performance. This can be explained as individuals' personal 
behaviors are primarily motivated by self-interest pursuing the maximization of their personal 
benefits which has been also demonstrated in previous literature (Bock and Kim, 2002; Yang and 
Wu, 2008). 
 
Thus, in coopetitive situations individuals seems to prioritize personal goals over team goals in 
absence of guidelines from the management level. In contrast, if guidelines exist that determine 
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individuals' courses of actions to share knowledge, individuals make the effort to share their 
knowledge to rival colleagues in order to meet their work specific requirements. Thereby, our 
findings are controversial to previous knowledge management literature implying that company 
culture is more impactful on individuals' behavior than actual practices of management (McDermott 
& O'Dell, 2001). Our results indicate that in coopetitive situation, company norms are insufficient to 
encourage individuals to share their knowledge to competing colleagues while guidelines that 
demand individuals to share knowledge to rival colleagues increase knowledge sharing. 
 
Opportunities to Share  
Based on our findings, informal face-to-face communication has been indicated to be the most 
frequently used channel to share knowledge between rival team members in coopetitive situations 
by both collaborative and competitive dominant characteristics. Face-to-face communication is 
preferred as it tends to alleviate competitiveness between individuals in coopetitive relationships by 
allowing employees to build relationships with each other. Thus, face-to-face communication helps 
building an environment that encourages knowledge sharing. Similarly, literature has acknowledged 
that in coopetitive situations, informal social interactions help to build relationships that support 
cooperation while moderating competitiveness, thus face-to-face communication enhance 
knowledge sharing between individuals in coopetitive situations (Hutter et al., 2011). 
 
However, informal communication does not guarantee that individuals understand what kind of 
knowledge needs to be shared and how it should be presented in a way that it is comprehensive to 
everyone. Informality makes knowledge sharing inefficient as individuals may neglect to share some 
valuable knowledge due to ignorance or misperception what is needed to share. Thus, it is indicated 
that informal channels solely may be insufficient to ensure that individuals share knowledge. In 
contrast, knowledge management literature has recognized that formal channels to share knowledge 
provide individuals with a structured environment (Ipe, 2003) that makes knowledge sharing more 
efficient (Jones & Jones, 1998; Pan & Scarbrough, 1999; Truran, 1998). Our findings indicate that 
this notion applies also in coopetitive situations which has not been recognized in coopetition 
literature. Formal channels indicate to provide direction for what has to be shared how it is to be 
shared. For instance, meetings and platforms, as forms of formal channels, make knowledge sharing 
a collaborative action, directing individuals to share specific knowledge. Thus, informal channels 
indicate to enhance knowledge sharing in coopetitive situations because they improve individuals 
understanding what needs to be shared. 
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      Collaborative dominant actor Competitive dominant actor    
             

  Type of    Tacit knowledge is more sensitive to share, hence tacit knowledge sharing tends to suffer 
  knowledge          
             

             

  Power of    When knowledge provides a mean to outperform a rival colleague, knowledge sharing tends to 
  knowledge   suffer.      
             
             

  Cost of  Time is seen as a cost of sharing, thus if there is lack of time to endure personal tasks, knowledge 
  sharing    sharing tends to suffer.      
             

             

  Reciprocity  Expectation to receive knowledge or appreciation from the efforts made to share knowledge tends 
      to increase willingness to share.      
             

      Expectation to receive neither knowledge nor  appreciation  from  the  efforts  made  to  share 
      knowledge tends to decrease willingness to share knowledge. 
           

  Relationship  Strong and trusting relationship with the knowledge receiver tends to increase knowledge sharing. 
  s           

      Weak and mistrusting relationship with the knowledge receiver tends  to  decrease  knowledge 
      sharing.      
            
     

Company culture  promoting  cooperation  and 

 

Company culture tends to show weak indication 

 

  Company      
  culture and   knowledge sharing is well recognized, yet, it is  on individuals’ efforts to share knowledge.   
  

guidelines 
   

acknowledged that this culture is not followed 
     

          
          

      by everyone, thus, there is no prove it enhances  
Guidelines tend to enhance knowledge sharing. 

  
      knowledge sharing.     
            
             

             

  Goals and    Individual goals and rewards tend to increase competition while team goals and rewards tend to 
  rewards    alleviate competitiveness. However, it is indicated that both team and individual rewards are 
      required to enhance knowledge sharing.      
         
         

      Manager level recognition regarding Demand for individual rewards (either monetary or  
      personal  contribution  in  team  work  is recognition from manager level) is strong. Lack of  
      desired, thus receiving recognition tends to personal  rewards  tends  to  decrease  knowledge  
      enhance knowledge sharing. sharing.   
             
             

  Opportunities  Informal, face-to-face communication tends to alleviate competitiveness enhancing individuals’ 
   to share    attitudes to share knowledge. However, informal communication tends to be inefficient which 
      indicates a decrease in knowledge sharing.      
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Formal channels to share knowledge tend to speed up knowledge sharing processes and make 
sharing more transparent indicating to increase knowledge sharing. 

 
Table 4: Summary of our findings 
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6. Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
In this chapter, we will conclude the thesis by presenting our theoretical contribution as well as our 
practical recommendations. The chapter will end with ideas for future research and our final words. 
 

6.1 Contributions 
 
This study has built on existing theory and literature on knowledge sharing, coopetition, competition, 
and collaboration and has been inspired by the paradoxical relationship of simultaneous competition 
and collaboration on interfirm and intrafirm levels. The aim of the research has been to understand 
and indicate in what ways coopetitive situations affect individual employees and knowledge sharing 
between them. The contribution of this study is twofold: to add to a scarce area of research and to 
provide managerial implications. By answering our research question, we will make a contribution to 
individual level coopetition literature and from the findings of our study, we will suggest managerial 
implications for actors in coopetitive situations. 
 

6.1.1 Theoretical contribution 
 
In the beginning of the thesis we presented a research question which we are now going to answer. 
 
In what ways is knowledge sharing between individual employees affected by coopetitive situations? 
 
Our findings have confirmed that coopetitive situations can occur on an individual level which is 
described as an environment with elements of competition introduced in a cooperative setting. 
Coopetitive situations consist of different levels of competition and cooperation. Actors involved in 
coopetitive situations develop coopetitive relationships with each other where the actors are either 
competitive or collaborative dominant. The actor’s behavior may adopt competitive or cooperative 
characteristics in a varying degree, depending on the level of competition and cooperation in the 
situation. A competitive dominant actor is indicated to experience competition as more direct and to 
put less emphasis on collaboration in work activities. A collaborative dominant actor, in turn, tends to 
experience competition as more indirect, and puts more emphasis on collaboration in work activities. 
 
The findings indicate that individuals, regardless of the characteristics of the actors, primarily pursue 
to achieve personal goals while team goals are considered secondary. In a knowledge intensive 
organization there exists a constant competition over knowledge. The issue for employees is that 
knowledge is needed for both personal and team goals. While individuals in coopetitive relationships 
are aware of the need to collaborate, opportunistic behavior to pursue personal goals tends to affect 
the way individuals share knowledge. Our findings have indicated that due to the conflicting logics of 
simultaneous competition and cooperation, individuals face a knowledge 
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sharing dilemma - a dilemma whether to share knowledge for collective gains or withhold it for 
personal gains. On the one hand, individuals are required to collaborate with team members that are 
considered as competitors and share knowledge among them in order to pursue team goals. If 
knowledge is shared, team performance is enhanced while personal performance may suffer. On the 
other hand, individuals may wish to outperform their rival colleagues to achieve personal goals which 
can be facilitated by withholding knowledge. In this case, personal performance improves while team 
performance may suffer. The attitude to share or withhold knowledge is indicated to depend on the 
actor and whether he or she is collaborative or competitive dominant. This is referred as the first stage 
how coopetitive situations affect knowledge sharing between individuals. 
 
Furthermore, as a second stage, we have identified three conditions that affect the individual's choice 
to share knowledge to rival colleagues. These elements are referred to as type of knowledge, individual 
factors and company context factors. 
 
Type of Knowledge  
The findings indicate that a coopetitive situation has a different effect on knowledge sharing depending 
on if the knowledge to be shared is tacit or explicit. Employees are less inclined to share tacit 
knowledge with their rival teammates compared to explicit knowledge. The reason is not because it 
requires more effort from the competitor to teach something, but because an attempt to share how 
someone can do something better or to give tips, is considered as a critique of performance rather than 
a genuine way to help. The competitive elements in coopetitive situations make performance a 
sensitive topic and thus, competitors will not share their tacit knowledge to the same extent as the 
explicit knowledge. 
 
Individual Factors  
We have identified four individual factors indicated to affect both explicit and tacit knowledge sharing 
between individuals in coopetitive situations. These four factors have been indicated to equally affect 
both competitive and cooperative dominant actors involved in coopetitive relationships. 
 
The first individual factor identified is the power of knowledge. If knowledge possessed is realized to 
entail power to outperform a rival team member and gain personal benefits, individuals are more 
inclined to withhold the knowledge for personal use rather than to share it with team members for 
collective use. The more power the knowledge entails, the higher barrier it creates for an individual to 
share the knowledge and make it available to rival colleagues. 
 
The second individual factor identified is reciprocity. The expectation of exchanging knowledge for 
mutual gains tends to increase individuals' willingness to share their knowledge. Knowledge, help, or 
appreciation are seen as valued reciprocal gestures from the knowledge receiver which lower the 
barrier to knowledge sharing. In contrast, knowledge sharing tends to suffer if one cannot expect 
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reciprocal gestures from the knowledge receiver as the effort to share knowledge is perceived to 
provide zero added-value for the knowledge sender and increase the perception of opportunism. 
 
The third individual factor identified to affect knowledge sharing is the interpersonal social 
relationship between the actors involved. Good and friendly relationships tend to enhance knowledge 
sharing, as trust increases reliance between the competing actors and dilute fear of rival team members' 
opportunistic behavior to use the received knowledge against the knowledge receiver. Furthermore, 
an exceptionally good relationship may trigger an individual to share knowledge even at the cost of 
personal benefits. In contrast, weak relationships, due to disrespect, lack of trust, or clashing 
personalities create a barrier to knowledge sharing because the reliance between the actors becomes 
weak, thus perceptions of opportunistic behavior tend to arise. 
 
Lastly, the fourth individual factor identified to affect knowledge sharing is the cost of knowledge 
sharing. Individuals tend to manage their personal tasks before team tasks, thus, the time given to 
make collaborative efforts and share knowledge is seen as a cost because the time is lost from 
completing personal tasks. If the time to manage personal tasks is scarce, time becomes a cost of 
sharing that indicates to create a barrier to knowledge sharing. 
 
Organizational Factors  
We have identified three key organizational factors that affect both tacit and explicit knowledge 
sharing between individuals in coopetitive situations. As a first identified organizational factor, goals 
and rewards tend to determine the extent to which knowledge is shared. While individual goals are 
indicated to increase competitiveness, team goals tend to decrease competitiveness. However, a team 
incentive is indicated to be insufficient to ensure knowledge sharing for collective goals because 
individuals desire to be recognized for their personal contributions. Thereby, our findings indicate that 
both individual and team rewards are needed to promote knowledge sharing for both competitive and 
cooperative dominant actors, however, the need for individual rewards tends to be more significant 
for competitive dominant actors. 
 
The second organizational factor identified is guidelines. Company culture promoting knowledge 
sharing tends to be insufficient in ensuring that knowledge sharing occurs between actors in 
coopetitive relationships. This is because individuals are not constrained to share knowledge and due 
to competition over personal goals it is considered to be useful to withhold knowledge. Guidelines, in 
turn, providing general rules that knowledge needs to be shared tends to enhance knowledge sharing 
between employees. Guidelines are a demand to share and they drive individuals to make the effort to 
share. Thus, guidelines addressing knowledge sharing tend to improve knowledge sharing between 
individuals in coopetitive situations. 
 
Opportunities to share serve as the last identified condition affecting knowledge sharing in coopetitive 
situations. Informal, yet, social interactions help building relationships between actors in 
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coopetitive relationships which alleviate competitiveness and encourage knowledge sharing. 
However, informal sharing does not provide a consensus what is required to share, thus, individuals 
may neglect to share their knowledge due to misunderstandings. Thereby, informal knowledge sharing 
tends to be insufficient. Our finding demonstrates that formal channels, in turn, better guide individuals 
to share their knowledge. Platforms or organized meetings guide what is expected to share by drawing 
the focus on specific knowledge. Thus, formal channels make knowledge sharing more transparent 
and enhance knowledge sharing. 
 
In conclusion, coopetitive situations affect individual level knowledge sharing in two stages. First, 
individuals’ attitudes toward knowledge sharing is influenced by the actor’s position as either 
competitive or collaborative dominant. Ultimately, regardless of the actor’s position, the choice to 
share knowledge is affected by type of knowledge, individual factors as well as organizational factors. 
 
6.1.2 Practical implications 
 
After conducting the study, it has been implied that knowledge sharing is affected by multiple factors 
in coopetitive situations. While some conditions have indicated to build a barrier to knowledge 
sharing, others have indicated to enhance knowledge sharing. Most of these identified favorable 
conditions, indicated to provide an enhancing effect on knowledge sharing, can be adopted to practical 
implications which could potentially enhance knowledge sharing between actors in coopetitive 
relationships. 
 
First, we would suggest companies to encourage individuals to share their knowledge by providing 
both team and individual incentives. While team rewards promote collaboration, individual rewards 
provide individuals with recognition on their personal efforts. Second, we would suggest companies 
to invest in activities, either work related or non-work related, that strengthen their employees’ 
interpersonal social relationships. Trusting relationships tend to increase the reliance between 
employees which is indicated to enhance knowledge sharing. Third, we suggest providing employees 
with time to focus solely on achieving personal goals. Individuals tend to consider time as a cost of 
sharing knowledge. By separating time that is allocated for teamwork and individual work, employees 
may perceive that the time used for teamwork is less costly but more of an incorporated task in their 
routines as there is time provided to invest in personal tasks. Fourth, we suggest providing formal 
guidelines addressing that knowledge needs to be shared in order to increase the demand that 
employees make the effort to share knowledge. As unwritten rules do not indicate to ensure that 
individuals make collaborative efforts and share knowledge, written rules constrain individuals to 
share their knowledge. Fifth, we suggest providing formal channels to share knowledge. These formal 
channels can be, for instance, in forms of platforms or organized meetings. 
  
Formal channels tend to speed sharing processes and improve the individual's’ understanding of what 
kind of knowledge is required to share and also why. If they have a reason, they are more inclined to 
do it. 
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6.2 Future research 
The topic of coopetition is still relatively new and continuous research on the individual level of 
analysis is needed to better understand and develop the concept and its implications. Below we present 
three ideas for future research. 
 
First, our results have indicated that tacit knowledge is shared less in a coopetitive setting due to the 
feeling of giving and receiving criticism. It would be interesting to develop this topic and make a 
comparison out of the two types of knowledges. Second, we suggest studying the interdependencies 
of the identified factors in relation to each other to be better able to understand the behavior of actors 
in coopetitive situations. Third, the concept of time in relation to coopetitive relationships. To observe 
several coopetitive relationships and situations as they unfold over a longer period could be interesting 
to observe to be able to contrast to how they unfold during a shorter period of time. 
 

6.3 Final words 
 
So, what happens in a situation where the enemy is your teammate and you have two battles to fight 
at the same time: an individual one and a collective one? The answer is that in a coopetitive situation, 
it depends. A coopetitive situation is a two-edged blade, meaning that an action will have several 
effects at the same time. On the one hand, it depends on the coopetitive relationship between rival 
actors and weather the actors are competitive or collaborative dominant. On the other hand, it depends 
on external and internal factors which influences the situation. This study has indicated that knowledge 
sharing between individual is affected by a coopetitive environment and in what ways it is affected. 
We hope that our contribution will be of use for others who find the topic as interesting as we have. 
 
 
 

END 
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Appendix 
 
 
Appendix A: Interview Guide 
 
We are currently writing a Master Thesis (examensarbete) in the field of Business Administration at 
Linköping University. Our topic is regarding coopetitive situations ( situationer av konkurrens 
samarbete). More precisely, situations occurring in a cooperative environment that has elements of 
competition within it. For example, a coopetitive situation can occur when several employees in the 
same unit or team work towards a common goal ( i.e performing and accomplishing a project deadline 
) and simultaneously compete against each other for incentives ( examples of incentives can be 
bonuses, accounts, projects, promotions etc) that are granted by individual achievements. 
 
This put the employees in a complex situation because they are collaborating to reach a common goal 
while they compete for an incentive that are granted based on how well they perform themselves. This 
situation might affect how employees prioritize, behave, and share knowledge. We are conducting 
research on these coopetitive situations and the relationships between actors (employees) within a 
coopetitional situation looks like. Additionally, we also look at what affects these situations have on 
knowledge sharing between employees. 
 

 

❖ The study will be published and available online for the public. We plan to make the study 
anonymous and use Employee (A,B,C and so on) and a fictional company name  

❖ The interview is conducted in English 
❖ You can ask to leave the interview at any time 
❖ Would you consent to us recording the interview? 

 
 
 
Sample interview questions: 
 

Introduction/ Starting point to present the employee 
 

● How would you describe your role in the company?  
● How did you end up at the position and company?  
● What does a normal day for you look like?  
● Can you briefly describe what you are working on right now? Project, assignment  
● In what business unit do you work? 
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Coopetitive Situations 
 
Cooperation 
 

● Do you cooperate with each other in the business unit and teams? 
YES: What does that cooperation look like?  
- Please give example for typical cooperation; In a project? In an assignment?  
➢ How do you cooperate and collaborate within your unit/ team? Who are involved, what 

type of actors? For what reasons are they involved? 
➢ In what parts and or areas, do you cooperate and for what reasons?  
➢ Have you experienced any difficulties in that cooperation? 
➢ Would you consider the cooperation successful 
➢ How are you motivated to cooperate with each other? 

 
NO: Have you cooperated before in the business units, please describe it?  
- How and why did this collaboration and cooperation end? 

 
● How are tasks delegated between employees?  
● Do you cooperate with any of the other business units and employees on assignments and 

projects? Currently? In the past? 
YES: What does this type of cooperation look like?  
➢ What type of actors do you have that kind of relationship with?  
➢ In what parts and or areas, do you cooperate and for what reasons? 
➢ Have you experienced any difficulties in that cooperation? 
➢ Would you consider the cooperation successful? 
➢ What did you gain from it? 

 
➢ Are there different goals for the different business units?  
➢ Do you change the way in which you do business (work, think, prioritise, plan) in relation to 

cooperating with other business units?  
- Why? How? 

 
● How does cooperation with teammates differ from cooperating with other business units? 
➢ Does it affect your daily activities? 

- If yes, how and why? 
 

● Do you have any guidelines on how to manage cooperation with teammates in the business 
unit AND other business units?  

- YES: How would you describe them?  
- NO: Do you think it would make a difference if you had? 
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Competition 
 

● Do you compete against each other inside teams or business units?  
YES: How do you compete against each other? For incentives, parking space, promotions, 
projects, clients?  
In what parts and areas? Who are involved? For what reasons?  

➢ How does competition affect the way you work? 
➢ Have you experienced any difficulties in that competition? 
➢ How are you motivated to compete against each other?  
➢ Do you consider competition is beneficial for your or the team’s (business unit’s) 

performance? 
 
➢ Do you have any guidelines how to manage competition against each other? 

YES: Can you describe how?  
NO: Do you think it would make a difference if you had? 

 
NO: Have you before competed against each other in your team or business unit?  

➢ How and why did this competition end? 
 

● Do SIGMA IT Stockholm have performance appraisals?  
➢ Individual performance appraisals within the business units? If YES, what performance is 

rewarded and how is it rewarded?  
➢ Team or business unit performance appraisals?  

If YES, what performance is rewarded and how is it rewarded? 
 
 
 
 

Knowledge sharing 
 

● What kind of knowledge do you share within your team or business unit?  
➢ Know how? Know what?  
● How beneficial or important you find knowledge sharing for the achievement of team and 

individual goals?  
● Do you have any guidelines what kind of knowledge to share and how to share it?  
➢ Unwritten rules?  
● Does the company provide formal channels to share knowledge? (internal databases, training, 

guided teamwork?) 
YES: Do you take the advantage of formal channels to share knowledge?  

➢ If YES, between whom do you share your knowledge? what motivates you to share your 
knowledge?  

➢ If NO, why? 
➢ Any other preferred way to share knowledge? ( e.g. informal?) 
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NO: Do you think formal channels could help sharing knowledge between other employees? 
Would you use formal channels to share knowledge? 
 

● Do you share knowledge through informal channels? (Face to face social interactions?)  
- If YES: Can you describe how knowledge sharing takes place? Under what situations? 

Between whom? How do you make decisions regarding knowledge sharing?  
- If NO, why? 

 
● Do you consider that your knowledge is beneficial for your self when attaining personal and 

team goals?  
● Do you consider that the knowledge you share is beneficial/helps others to achieve team and 

personal goals?  
○  Do you enjoy sharing your knowledge with others and being helpful?  
○ Do you consider that sharing your knowledge has an impact on your own performance? 

 
● If you share knowledge with others do you expect them to share their knowledge in return?  
● Are you encouraged to share knowledge in some ways?  

○ If YES: How? E.g. do you get rewards, do you have set team goals, do you aim to build 
relationships with your colleagues?  

○ If NO: what could possibly encourage you to share knowledge? E.g. rewards, team 
goals, the possibility to build relationships with your colleagues? 
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