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Abstract-

S

ociety is organized into networks. The perspective of networks, then, is something that should be considered as
inherent in social life, especially when observing the fact that it is not feasible (or even possible) for a given
actor – whether a person or an organization – to live completely independent and isolated from others. These
arrangements or network structures normally are approached in the literature on Administration from an
organizational perspective and, therefore, may be formed in contexts that vary among competition, collaboration and
a type of mixed relationship. In the latter, actors who normally compete with each other decide to collaborate in some
way in order to reach some common goal; that is, there is collaboration among actors who interact in a competitive
environment. The name given to this type of relationship among organizations is coopetition. The present study
proposes that the exclusive adoption of this term and this type of relationship in the meso context be abandoned. To
demonstrate that there is no sufficiently organized theoretical argument that will lead the researcher to believe that
this approach must be associated exclusively to a meso context, the present study makes use of a bibliographic study
about the concept in question. As previously presented, the goal is to show that the concept of coopetition may also be
applied to the context of individual relationships.
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I. INTRODUCTION
Society is organized into networks. From the simplest social arrangements to the most complex structures, people
interact with each other in matrices of network relationships [49] in different dimensions. These networks may be
composed of people or organizations; both cases are considered nodes of social interaction networks that connect through
relationships [19]. The prospect of networks then, is something that should be considered as inherent in social life,
especially when observing the fact that it is not feasible (or even possible) for a given actor – whether a person or an
organization – to live completely independent and isolated from others, and in multiple instances. Everything and
everyone are interconnected in some way [9].
In every single different aspect of life, there are one or several networks in which people find themselves inserted
into interactive social relationships at multiple levels [40]. These social relationships are seen as dynamic, mainly in
structural terms, where the links that are established among people may present different weights or strengths [32] and
also directions, indicating power or influence.
At both the meso and micro levels [15] of network analysis, the relationships that are established among the actors
constitute an important field for Administration, since their developments form the alterations that occur as much within
the organizations as in the very environment of which these organizations are part. In the same way, relationships among
individuals are affected and shaped by the dynamic relationship of the network.
These arrangements or network structures normally are approached in the literature on Administration from an
organizational perspective and, in this way, may be formed in contexts that vary among competition, collaboration and a
type of mixed relationship. In the latter, actors who normally compete with each other decide to collaborate in some way
to reach some common goal; that is, there is collaboration among actors who interact in a competitive environment. The
name given to this type of relationship among organizations is coopetition [11], [18], [23], [29], [41], [52], [61].
Coopetition gets attention because it is common and expected to see the pure relationships of competition or of
collaboration in interpersonal relationships. This is because, after all, groups and, on a broader scale, organizations, have
their origins in associations among individuals [16]. However, the third type of relationship – coopetition – is not
explored when networks among individuals are observed. The present study intends to question the exclusivity of the
application and the study of the concept of coopetition in the context of organizations, proposing that their use also be
extended to the micro context, that is, individual relationships.
Taking into account the difficulty of identifying the limits that separate the micro, meso or macro levels [15], [53],
[57], and also taking into account that the understanding of network structures is a type of response to this dichotomy
between levels [32], [34], viewing the relationships among institutions in a different way from those established among
individuals may represent a barrier to the advancement of the full understanding of the way in which social structures
function.
The growing importance of networks of individuals who relate in an independent way, breaking down the
boundaries of organizations [19] helps to reinforce the importance of the need to reverse the focus of the analysis of
social relationships, now starting from the relationships among individuals and – along a continuum arriving at groups
[16]. To observe the relationships among people, assigning to interpersonal relationships at this level of analysis their
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proper importance, it will be possible to infer that in a particular industry or sector even organizations that do not relate
directly, the presence of links among the individuals belonging to them may provide important indicators regarding
influence and alignment.
The importance of the change of focus from the meso level to the micro level is also due to the difficulty stated
above of establishing boundaries of the relationships among the organizations and the relationships among the
individuals who are part of those organizations. While the networks formed by organizations form groups that are
sometimes independent and unconnected with each other, the networks of individuals who belong to these organizations
appear as uniformly distributed, dismantling the atomized structure of the networks of organizations [19].
Viewing network relationships in such a way as to separate the interpersonal relationships from the
interorganizational relationships may, however, create problems for research into networks – especially regarding the
relationships of coopetition. In this sense, the goal of this study is to demonstrate that the concept of coopetition can be
applied to interpersonal relationships. For both, the deconstruction of the concept of coopetition was sought, in order to
demonstrate that there is no conceptual justification for restricting its application to relationships among organizations.
The central point of the argument defending the concept of coopetition is that, after evaluating the operating
possibilities of an organization, there will be times when allying themselves with competing organizations may be more
advantageous – in different aspects – than simply competing directly with them [10], [11], [18], [23], [24], [30], [41],
[45], [47], [51], [67].
To demonstrate that there is no sufficiently organized theoretical argument that will lead the researcher to believe
that this approach must be associated exclusively to a meso context, the present study makes use of a bibliographic study
about the concept in question. As previously shown, the goal is to demonstrate that the concept of coopetition may also
be applied in the context of individual relationships.
A bibliographic study was done with the starting point being the concept of coopetition. To help in gathering the
theoretical material published on the topic, the search tool Google Scholar was used. Publications with a greater number
of citations were gathered and, from them, other publications on the topic were located and thoroughly studied in order to
obtain a consistent panorama of what is published and what is claimed about the topic, and the definitions attributed by
different authors about what coopetition and its characteristics are.
The goal of conducting this type of investigation for the present study was to identify the definitions of coopetition
in order to discover the possible conceptual peculiarities of the theoretical construct and to reinforce the initial argument
that what is claimed about this type of relationship, although initially associated with interorganizational relationships,
may be applied at the micro level of interpersonal relationships.
II. COMPETITION, COLLABORATION AND COOPETITION
In the literature, organizations may relate with each other in three ways: competing for a scarce resource;
collaborating to obtain benefits; and, from a mixed perspective in which the competitors collaborate in some aspect of
their activity. Competition is a relationship of direct rivalry among the actors, which is established due to need or
dependency on environmental structural conditions [11].
The relationships among competing actors are thus interactive processes, where the actions of one actor affect other
components of the structure. -This is a process in which different actors hold divergent interests, which makes them
behave in such a way as to meet their individual needs [52]. In this way, as the actors compete in search of a resource that
cannot be fully obtained by all actors in the environment, the attainment of these resources by any given actor is at the
expense of loss by the other actors.
Normally, therefore, competitive relationships are seen as being characteristics of a horizontal slice of a given
environment, when the actors in the environment are not related within a hierarchical structure, fighting over the same
resources and goals [1], [20], [55], [58].
In dealing with cooperative relationships, while it is easier to understand them when observing a vertical slice, that
is, in situations in which the functions of the actors are complementary to each other, it is possible to establish
cooperative relationships also in the horizontal slice. A broad definition of cooperation [27] shows this modality as being
a strategic decision – which may be formalized or not – among two or more parties whose goal is the exchange or sharing
of resources in order to obtain mutual benefits.
Keeping in mind that cooperative networks provide a favorable environment for learning and for innovation, it is
expected that this type of relationship occurs independently of a hierarchical relationship among the actors involved, with
the following factors being relevant to their preparation: access to solutions; scale and power of the market; learning and
innovation; social relationships; and, cost reduction [63].
The conjunction of features that permits adaptation to a competitive environment in a unified framework and that
standardizes the actions of the actors who compete with each other, but which permits these competitive gains, is the
central idea for the establishment of cooperative networks [63]. This idea is reinforced when the fact is taken into
consideration that actors acting cooperatively does not mean the absence of competition among them [43].
The major characteristic of cooperation is that it is constrained by well-defined projects and goals by those involved
and shared by them. In this respect, it may occur among direct rivals [31]. The prevailing logic in the establishment of
cooperative networks is based on, according to this principal, the possibility of gains for all involved parties [63].
Otherwise, these actors would not cooperate.
Cooperative systems are designed so that everyone involved benefits from the construction and sustaining of
competitive advantage, combining their resources and expertise in the creation of value [47], or driving the emergence of
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knowledge [7]. It is more common, therefore, that organizations approach network relationships with the goal of
collaborating in arrangements constructed to meet different purposes, from collaboration to the search for a common
resource, sharing of abilities for mutual benefit, or the regulation of a joint action among those involved. However, the
appearance or formation of this type of arrangement among actors does not necessarily occur in a planned way; it may
develop and keep going in a spontaneous way, as long as there is a relationship among those involved [3], [4].
These extremes of relationships competition and collaboration were frequently treated as the only possible forms of
interaction in a network. Nevertheless, in recent decades, however, many organizational actors have been noticed to
compete and cooperate simultaneously [64]. The relationships that emerge among actors who compete and cooperate
with each other within the same relationship are paradoxical and reveal a third relational approach which constitutes a
different way of looking at these relationships [11].
The name given to this third type of relationships is coopetition, and its concept comes from a study [18] that dealt
with game theory and its relationship to the strategies of organizations. One of the key points of the argument of that
study is that an approach to conducting the activities of an organization that is based solely on competition with other
actors leads to heavy losses [18], [64].
When analyzed from the perspective of game theory, scenarios characterized by the predatory competitive action of
the actors were considered to be loss-and-gain. Thus, to obtain a certain gain in a particular aspect of their action, an
actor would give up potential gains that would be obtained if, in any sphere, they cooperated with those with whom the y
compete. From the mid-1990s, this view has given way to a conception of cooperative relationships that produce a winwin scenario [64], even considering the relationships among competitors.
Regarding these relationships among actors, there are studies that argue for the possibility of the existence of
collaborative relationships among competitors in an indirect way [3], [4], [5], [6], [39], [42], [56] – not referring exactly
to the term coopetition – and in a direct way [11], [18], [23], [28], [29], [41], [43], [46], [47], [52], [61], [64], still
claiming that this is, in fact, a mode of collaboration wherein those involved act in such a way as to perpetuate the
relationship, once they realize that if they proceed thus, they will obtain benefits.
The benefits obtained from the formation of collaborative or cooperative arrangements among competitors may be
along the line of gaining competitive strength [2], [37], [43], [63]; accessing and sharing information, markets, resources
and technologies [2], [13], [36], [62]; creating knowledge [7]; value [18]; learning [22]; transferring knowledge [45];
jointly developing technologies and innovation [2], [35], [36], [62]; succeeding in reaching goals [8], [51], [67];
increasing profits [56], [58]; collaboratively developing individual advantages for the actors involved [24]; and also,
negotiating power [12].
Coopetitive relationships are formed with the goal of bringing benefits to those involved, and are considered to be an
efficient way to deal with cooperation and competition among competitors [11] who share like characteristics and are,
therefore, similar [24], in addition to having coinciding vision and goals [67].
It is evident from this that the arguments which aid in the construction of a concept of coopetition are confused with
those present in the literature on collaboration and cooperation, specifically when the benefits of interorganizational
collaboration and cooperation arrangements are argued about.
There is, then, the concept of coopetition that refers to the relationships of collaboration and cooperation established
coincidentally between two actors who compete with each other. However, the coopetitive relationships extrapolate the
definitions of collaboration, since they refer to fundamental, multiple issues for the actors involved, while collaborative
relationships are directed to specific issues [30]. This is an approach – with growing adherence on the part of researchers
[38] – to arrangements that merges the definitions of competition and cooperation [23], where it is possible to note the
coinciding occurrence of competition and cooperation among actors in the same sector or industry, even in a highly
competitive environment [41].
Although they will compete at some point in their relationship for one or more resources which may be limited,
these actors arrange themselves into cooperative groups which intend to minimize competition and bring together forces
competing for the limited resources, or even for gains which may not be measurable [8], [35], [51].
The actors involved in a coopetitive approach consider that, for their individual success, it is not necessary for the
other actors to fail in the competition over a common goal [67]. Therefore, the relationships among the actors are
constructed in such a way that the individual competitive ability of each actor and also of the group is increased without
the other individual strategic elements being minimized [38]. By working together to obtain mutual benefits, the actors
involved even the competitors collaborate so that the system in which they are involved will benefit [30].
When bringing together descriptive elements for competitive relationships as well as for collaborative and
cooperative relationships, the coopetitive arrangements demand of the actors involved the ability to deal with the gains
related to the cooperative and collaborative portion of the relationship, such as access to external sources of knowledge
and know-how [45]; at the same time, they are forced to differentiate themselves and to generate competitive
advantages, distinct from those of the actors with whom they are in a relationship [10]. Thus, the cooperative portion of
the relationship ensures the proper functioning of the relationship [24].
III. COOPETITION IN INTERPERSONAL NETWORKS: A POSSIBLE ALTERNATIVE?
Coopetitive relationships involve two types of logic of different interactions: competition and cooperation. On the
one hand, there is hostility motivated by the conflict of interests and, on the other hand, the need to establish mutual
commitment and trust so that the common goal of the two actors is attained [29].
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In the literature about coopetition, it is possible to see at least three main theoretical perspectives which enable the
construction of an understanding of coopetitive relationships: economy of transaction costs [23], [29], [47], resourcebased view [29], [47], and game theory [18], [23], [29], [43]-[45].
Collaboration, from the perspective of economy of transaction costs, in forming the concept of coopetition, is in the
understanding of the need of an actor to establish coordinated actions with the competitors in collaborative arrangements
where each one supplies the group with that resource which only that actor holds, and that is important or necessary for
all. It should be considered that this perspective takes into account risk and trust. The actors will choose to ally
themselves with their competitors in a scheme in which the possibility of gain is greater – even if just a little – than the
risk of being the victim of an opportunistic action of a partner.
Economy of transaction costs refers to the theory of the firm [21], [65], [66]. According to this theory, transaction
costs define whether a resource with be produced externally or internally. Returning to the issue of coopetition, it is
worth it for an actor to align him/herself to another, who has a specific resource, if the risk of suffering an opportunistic
action by that actor is neutralized by the cost of internalizing the production of that resource [29], [47].
The resource-based view [21], [54] asserts that an institutional actor needs, first, to develop distinct competitive
advantages in order to be chosen as a supplier of a particular good or service in a market. Thus, the actor in question must
identify the key resources and evaluate whether they: have value in the relationship in which this actor is involved; are
rare, not easily copiable and are irreplaceable. If these internal resources are handled correctly, this actor will occupy an
advantageous position in relation to the peers. This theoretical model gives support and helps in the construction of the
concept of coopetition, since it is the offer of these unique resources that provides an actor with the attraction factor to
which other actors join in the search for the development of something common [29], [47].
The understanding that individuals are not always well-intentioned and tend to look out first for themselves and their
needs before those of the collective and, antagonistically, the perception that cooperation occurs nevertheless, and that
civilization is based on this cooperation [5], is a good starting point from which to understand collaboration from the
concepts of game theory for the construction of the concept of coopetition. The approach of the games deals with the
actors‟ choices, and represents another source of support for the construction of the concept of coopetition. It is applied
in the study of relationships in which a cooperative equilibrium emerges through the actions of the actors [3]-[5], [50]. It
is applied in the study of relationships in which a cooperative equilibrium emerges through the actions of the actors.
The main method used to explain game theory is by illustration, through the paradigm of choice, through the game
of the Prisoner‟s Dilemma. In this game, two individuals are arrested by the police, but the police don‟t have sufficient
information for a conviction. The strategy used by the police, then, is to separate the two men and make a similar offer to
each one: betray the accomplice and be released while the accomplice is sentenced to a year in prison. However, if the
accomplice also betrays him, both are imprisoned for three months. If both remain silent, the two will be imprisoned for
one month. This being the case, the obvious choice is not to betray the accomplice (the logical decision), but rather to
keep silent because this path minimizes the damage.
The prisoner‟s dilemma in this recurring application illustrates that, in human relations, the choice for cooperation
outweighs the risk of adopting a predatory, competitive posture. Despite the reward being greater in the situation in
which one of the suspects betrays the one who remains silent, the most frequent choice [3]-[5] is to minimize the damage
instead of trying to get the best deal and both choosing to remain silent.
This dilemma is used as a strong argument in favor of a collaborative association among competing institutions [18]
and, as seen, this applies to relationships among competitors at both the meso and the micro levels.
In addition to these three primary theoretical bases, there are structural issues about the network [11], the dynamic
abilities of the actors [47], [60], and the factors related to the immersion of the actors in the structure [61], such as other
elements that help to consolidate the construction of the concept of coopetition in the literature.
Dependency among competitors may occur as a function of the characteristics of the network, since the actions of
the actors shape the network and the network shapes the actions of the actors who participate in them [11]. These issues,
which involve the formation and the dynamic of the network, show the tendency of the actors to adopt collaborative
postures with other agents in the network with whom they compete for a scarce resource. In addition, the understanding
of this dynamic and structural influence allows the understanding that in some aspects of relationships among actors
competition will be greater than collaboration, and in others the situation will be reversed. However, due to the need to
maintain the network, actors tend to adopt a posture that minimizes the uniquely predatory posture.
The dynamic abilities of the actors refer to the acquisition of new knowledge which becomes transformed into
competitive advantages. The actors, in this perspective, learn both internally and externally to develop their competitive
advantages. External learning is encouraged because through it know how is obtained from other actors involved in
cooperative arrangements, even if they are their direct competitors [47], [60]. In this way, actors choose to establish
cooperative relationships which provide learning from sharing knowledge [61].
The relationships that are established among the actors, as stated, influence, and are influenced by, the network.
Once a network is established, the relationships among the actors involved tend to be managed by the actors themselves,
immersed in the structure through collaborative actions, with the goal of perpetuating the benefits obtained by the actors
in the network [61]. Maintenance of the network becomes the task of all actors involved, since the well-being of all is
more important than maximizing the results obtained by only one actor [11].
One example that illustrates the application of the conceptual bases described above for interpersonal relationships is
that of a relationship that may be established among a cook, a hunter and a carpenter who live in a small village. They all
compete for food and shelter, and each one has a specific set of skills that is important to the group, but is not exactly
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distinctive since the carpenter can learn to cook, the hunter can learn to work with wood and the cook can learn to hunt,
for example. However, the costs involved in the learning processes for each of these individuals may represent losses in
their main activities. Each one of them will need time to learn this new skill alone, and the time dedicated to learning
alone is time that each one will not be performing the task that is his specialty.
Thus, deciding to cooperate, they all collaborate with the group to supply the results of their work and to obtain the
benefit of the results of the work of the other actors involved. If one of the individuals judges it worthwhile to take the
risk of producing less of what is his specialty in order to learn a new skill, the cooperative relationship with one of his
peers, or even with the group, may be undermined. It is at this balancing point of the relationships among these
individuals that the analogy may be seen with the meso scenario, in which the costs involved in producing a resource
internally or obtaining this resource from external sources are taken into account. This encapsulates the collaboration of
the theories of transaction costs and of the vision based on resources, in order to understand coopetitive relationships.
Moreover, the choice of each of the individuals not to cooperate with his peer may lead to unpleasant consequences.
For example, if the cook does not collaborate with the carpenter, he may have food but not the shelter necessary to
protect him from the weather. Therefore, minimizing his gains and sharing the fruit of his labor can provide the benefit of
shelter. The perpetuation of the relationships among the cook, the carpenter and the hunter consolidate a network of
mutual benefits which strengthen over time. Breaking down these relationships would be uncomfortable for the actors.
From this example, it is understood that collaborating with a competitor is a risky business, since the chances of
being the victim of an opportunistic action of the adversary is high [29].
On the other hand, the frequency of the interactions among the actors may reduce the risk of an opportunistic action
since the actors tend to learn about their peers and a routine is created [47]. Nevertheless, the risk is not totally eliminated
because protecting a specific resource, like tacit knowledge, for example, is difficult. This stimulates each of the actors
involved to develop new, unique skills which make his presence in this scheme of greatest benefit to the group.
Furthermore, even knowing that there is a chance of maximizing individual gain, the risk is high and the actors tend to
act with the goal of perpetuating the relationship and not eliminating the competition.
Although the theoretical principals listed refer to a meso context, through the example it is possible to understand
that these principles apply to interpersonal relationships.
Observing the types of coopetitive relationships that may be established among actors provides another way to verify
the application of these relationships to a micro context. Although there are not many studies that propose a typology of
coopetitive relationships [64], the effort is valid and helps to support the purpose of this study.
When the types of coopetitive relationships are observed according to the amount of competition and collaboration
existing in the relationship – cooperation dominating, egalitarian relationship, and competition prevailing [11] – the
analogy that refers to the application in meso and micro contexts remains valid. In the micro context, the relationships
among each pair of actors may be displaced by collaboration or by competition, even when the actions of the actors are
not to compete directly in their specialties.
Another classification of coopetitive relationships, this time according to purpose [28], is also applicable to
interpersonal relationships since these may be established for the exchange of knowledge, mutual collaboration in
research and development activity, establishment of standards and integration of activities.
A third typology of coopetition [25] proposes that this type of relationship may occur directly or indirectly between
buyers and suppliers, and among partners who compete directly. The example used in this study places individuals
clearly within the three types of coopetition proposed by this typology.
The Cook, the Carpenter and the Hunter compete directly, fighting for the scarce resources of shelter and food. They
compete indirectly in relation to the raw materials necessary to perform their functions, since they all need wood to make
their work tools, but this resource is the primary part of only the carpenter‟s activity. In an expanded case of the network
in the proposed example, a third type of coopetitive relationship of this typology may be seen. A new group may connect
with these three first individuals and another carpenter may join the first to provide a new type of construction, of a more
elaborate shelter, that requires the specialized work of more professionals.
IV. CONCLUSIONS
While the concept of cooperation in a competitive context is quite clear and important for the understanding of the
relationships among individuals [3]-[6] and also in game theory [18], [68], in the literature on Administration, the
coinciding cooperative and competitive relationships only report relationships in a meso context [57]. That is, at the level
of organizations.
Despite studies dedicated to these topics focusing predominantly on organizations, in their context it is possible to
see that part of the conceptual base for this type of relationship has its core based on a micro approach, related to
individuals [16], [17], [19], [26], [33], [48].
In addition to this, the application of the concepts which serve as the basis to explain coopetitive relationships works,
as seen, at both the meso and micro levels. Assisting this argument, in order to develop coopetitive relationships the
placement of the actors – individuals or organizations – must unite interactions, relationships, attitudes, motives,
objective needs, and actions in common [67].
Based on the theoretical characteristics and components that provide the conceptual support for coopetition, it is not
possible to identify theoretical arguments that justify this construct being applied only to interorganizational
relationships. Even in a context of interpersonal relationships, it is possible to see the same components that stimulate
collaborative relationships with competitors.
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From the analysis of the concept of coopetition and the intimate relationship with the concepts of collaboration and
cooperation identified and described, it is possible to weave arguments that allow the conclusion that there is nothing in
the conceptual presentation about coopetitive relationships that binds this concept to the meso context. The same
premises which rule the relationships of businesses may be applied to relationships among people.
When the topic of networks is treated in studies of Administration or Economics, there is normally a type of
tendency to approach the organizational agents and treat them as rational individuals in a network of purely economic
relationships. However, the concepts treated therein, such as those already referenced, may also refer to social
relationships in a micro context; that is, as interpersonal relationships.
It must be made clear, however, that this is not to deny that relationships among people can be treated differently
than relationships among institutions. What is proposed here is that the same principles used at one level be adopted
when analyzing relationships formed at another level. In the end, networks are networks.
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