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Abstract 

The theory aimed at elucidating the coopetitive phenomenon still falls short in explaining 

the factors governing the management of tensions and conflicts, above all explaining how 

the coopetitive paradox manifests in small and medium-sized enterprises. Recognizing this 

knowledge gap, the research set out to identify the sources of tensions emerging during 

coopetitive interactions among exporting SMEs in the Ecuadorian agroindustry. The study 

also sought to understand the factors determining the magnitude of these tensions and the 

circumstances that facilitate or impede their management. Employing a qualitative 

approach, this research was carried out using multiple case studies involving fifteen experts 

in strategic management, and 54 executives from 25 companies in the banana, cocoa, 

shrimp, and flowers subsectors. The findings reveal that tensions and conflicts arising from 

coopetitive inter-business relationships stem from organization-specific unilateral factors, 

as well as by external circumstances associated with sector and market dynamics. The study 

underscores the significance of enhancing the capacity to manage coopetitive tensions, even 

in the presence of conflicts, rivalries, and divergent interests. This necessitates stakeholders 

establishing new relationships grounded in trust, mutual respect, and acknowledgment of 

legitimate interests, with the objective of resource-sharing, cost reduction, and capitalizing 

on emerging business opportunities. The practical implications of the findings highlight 

missed opportunities for growth and continuous improvement, as well as reducing the 

ability to create shared value, making them more vulnerable to fluctuations in international 

markets.  

Keywords: Strategic management, coopetition; coopetitive tensions; dualities; 

contradictions; conflicts; SMEs
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Resumen Ejecutivo 

La teoría encaminada a explicar el fenómeno coopetitivo sigue sin explicar los factores que 

condicionan la forma de gestionar las tensiones y conflictos; más aún en el caso ecuatoriano 

en donde no existen estudios que, desde una perspectiva empírica, aborden la forma en que 

se manifiesta la paradoja coopetitiva en las pequeñas y medianas empresas. Ante este vacío 

de conocimiento, la investigación tuvo el propósito de identificar las fuentes de tensiones 

que surgen durante las interacciones coopetitivas entre Pymes del sector agroindustrial del 

Ecuador, y conocer los factores que determinan su magnitud, así como las circunstancias 

que favorecen o dificultan la gestión de dichas tensiones. El estudio fue realizado desde un 

enfoque cualitativo mediante un estudio de casos múltiples en el que participaron 15 

expertos en gestión estratégica y 54 ejecutivos pertenecientes a 25 empresas de los 

subsectores del banano, cacao, camarón y flores de ese país. Los resultados indican que las 

tensiones y conflictos que surgen durante las relaciones coopetitivas interempresariales 

derivan de factores unilaterales propios de cada organización, así como también están 

influenciadas por circunstancias externas asociadas al sector de actividad y al mercado. La 

investigación destaca la importancia de fortalecer la capacidad de gestionar las tensiones 

coopetitivas, incluso en presencia de conflictos, rivalidades e intereses divergentes. Esto 

implica que las partes interesadas deben desplegar nuevas relaciones basadas en la 

confianza, el respeto mutuo y el reconocimiento de intereses legítimos con el objetivo de 

compartir recursos, reducir costos y aprovechar nuevas oportunidades de negocios. Las 

implicaciones prácticas de los hallazgos resaltan las oportunidades perdidas de crecimiento 

y mejora continua, escasa creación de valor compartido y mayor vulnerabilidad a las 

fluctuaciones en los mercados internacionales. 

Palabras clave: Gestión estratégica, coopetición, colaboración, competición, tensiones, 

conflictos 
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Introduction 

This thesis comprises two chapters. The initial chapter introduces the article titled 

"Management of Coopetitive Tensions in SMEs of the Ecuadorian Agro-Industrial Sector: 

Conflicts, Rivalries, and Interests" which was accepted for publication in the journal Cogent 

Business & Management on November 20th, 2023. This journal is indexed in the Scopus 

database in the Q2 quartile in the field of Strategy and Management. The acceptance of this 

research article is a prerequisite for earning the degree of Doctor in Strategic Business 

Administration from the Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú, conferred through its 

graduate school in business management, CENTRUM PUCP. 

The second chapter encapsulates the primary conclusions and recommendations drawn 

from this research. The aim of the study was to enhance the understanding of (a) the sources of 

tensions and conflicts arising in coopetitive relationships among small and medium-sized 

enterprises; (b) the factors determining the magnitude of tensions and conflicts in cooperative 

interactions; (c) the impact of tensions and conflicts on the achievement of objectives through 

coopetitive interactions; (d) the mediating factors between tensions and the accomplishment of 

coopetition objectives; and (e) the factors influencing the ability to manage tensions and 

conflicts in coopetitive processes. The research focused on small and medium-sized Ecuadorian 

companies within the agroindustrial sector, characterized by their significant export tradition. 

The research sets out with the premise that coopetition serves as a strategic approach 

aimed at generating business value through collaborative and competitive interactions with 

other companies, with the shared goal of achieving mutual benefits. However, despite the 

extensive literature addressing the coopetitive phenomenon, the numerous challenges inherent 

in maintaining a delicate balance between cooperation and competition remain largely 

undisclosed, as emphasized by Hannah and Eisenhardt (2018), and Rya-Charleton and 

Gnyawali (2022). This challenge becomes particularly pronounced if one adopts the perspective 
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put forth by Lascaux (2020), asserting that such balance is inherently unstable, primarily due 

to power differentials among cooperating companies and due to the varied priorities that each 

party assigns to common objectives (Akpinar & Vincze, 2016). 

The imperative to sustain this balance results in the accumulation of tensions, a complex 

dynamic that demands adept management by those tasked with strategic decision-making 

within the company. However, the limited existing knowledge about the nature of coopetitive 

tensions underscores the need for a more profound exploration, grounded in scientific rigor, of 

the guiding principles for managing these tensions. Surprisingly, this aspect has received scant 

attention in the coopetition literature (Rya-Charleton & Gnyawali, 2022). This knowledge gap 

is even more pronounced in the context of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), despite 

their significant economic impact and inherent inclination toward collaborative strategies. 

Coopetition within SMEs, with its distinctive dynamics, remains largely unexplored in the 

existing body of research (Randolph et al., 2023).  

In light of the challenges faced by SMEs as drivers of innovation and export growth, 

conducting empirical research in these companies is crucial, particularly those operating in 

economic contexts traditionally overlooked by the scientific community, such as the case of 

Ecuador. Moreover, exporting SMEs in Ecuador are navigating a confluence of financial, 

commercial, and climatological circumstances, compelling them to forge close collaborative 

ties with their competitors to sustain operations in a globalized environment. This collaborative 

approach, however, gives rise to tensions, conflicts, and rivalries, posing a threat to the 

achievement of business objectives and long-term sustainability. 

Given these considerations, this research focuses on SMEs in the agroindustrial sector 

of Ecuador, which is strongly associated with the production and marketing of products 

boasting a high export tradition. This includes industries like banana, shrimp, cocoa, and 

flowers, where companies have been grappling with significant fluctuations in productive 



3 

 

capacity and substantial reductions in profitability margins. These challenges are primarily 

attributed to distortions in international markets and the fierce competition for leadership 

positions in their respective sectors within Ecuador and in other countries. This not only 

diminishes the ability to capitalize on growth and development opportunities but also could 

jeopardize the industry's sustainability. 

Additionally, it is noteworthy that no empirical study has been found aimed at fortifying 

the productive capacities of the sector, consolidating the value chain, and enhancing the 

positioning of Ecuadorian agribusiness in international markets through coopetitive 

interactions. Building on the assumption that tensions and conflicts in coopetitive interactions 

are multidimensional and their magnitude is contingent on the cultural context, this research 

seeks to address a gap in the literature concerning the management of coopetitive tensions in 

small and medium-sized companies engaged in joint value creation.  
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Chapter I: The Research Article 

 

The paper titled "Management of Coopetitive Tensions in SMEs of the Ecuadorian 

Agro-Industrial Sector: Conflicts, Rivalries, and Interests" received acceptance for publication 

on November 20th, 2023, in the Cogent Business & Management journal. This open-access 

journal with ISSN: 2331-1975 is indexed in the Scopus database, specifically in the second 

quartile in the field of Strategy and Management. The article's DOI number  

10.1080/23311975.2023.2287270, whose link will be available when the article is published 

(Appendix A).  For reference, the paper acceptance certificate is provided in Appendix B.  

 

Article 

Management of Coopetitive tensions in SMEs of the 

Ecuadorian agro-industrial sector: conflicts, rivalries, and 

interests 

 

Abstract 

The purpose of the research was to identify the sources of tensions, the factors that determine 

their magnitude and the circumstances that influence the management of said tensions in the 

context of coopetitive interactions among exporting SMEs belonging to the agro-industrial sector 

of Ecuador. In the study, carried out with a qualitative approach using multiple case studies and 

grounded theory, 25 cases of companies belonging to the banana, cocoa, shrimp, and flowers 

subsectors of that country were included, in which 54 executives and 15 management experts 

participated. strategic. The results indicate that the tensions and conflicts that occur in coopetitive 

relationships derive from unilateral factors associated with the organization, and from 

multilateral factors associated with the sector or the market. The study highlights the importance 

of strengthening the ability to manage tensions and conflicts that occur between companies that 

compete and collaborate simultaneously to increase the perceived value of the customer and the 

network, even in the presence of conflicts, rivalries, and divergent interests. This implies that 

interested parties must be able to deploy new inter-business interactions based on trust, mutual 

respect, and recognition of legitimate interests, with the aim of sharing resources, reducing costs, 

and taking advantage of new business opportunities. The novelty of the research lies in the fact 

that it is the first study that addresses, from an empirical perspective, the way in which the 

coopetitive paradox manifests itself in Ecuadorian SMEs. 

Keywords: Coopetition; Coopetitive Parad ox; Coopetitive Tensions; Dualities; Contradictions 
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Introduction 

Coopetition represents a business strategy aimed at creating value through collaboration 

and simultaneous competition with competitors to achieve one or more common benefits 

(Brandenburger & Nalebuff, 1996), but despite the abundant literature on the 

phenomenon, there is still no clarity about the complexities and challenges that are 

present in the value creation process, especially in terms of how companies manage to 

maintain a balance between cooperation and competition (Hannah & Eisenhardt, 2018). 

This is especially relevant when assuming that the levels of competition and cooperation 

between companies are not stable (Lascaux, 2020) but rather vary over time since they 

are subject to the power relations between them, and the priority assigned to the 

establishment of common objectives (Akpinar & Vincze, 2016).  

The balance between cooperation and competition generates tensions between the 

creation of value that occurs through cooperation, and the appropriation of value that 

comes from competition (Ritala & Tidström, 2014). For this, the literature proposes two 

ways of doing it: one way is by separating cooperative actions from those of competition 

(Bengtsson & Kock, 2014), and the other is by integrating cooperative and competitive 

forces to cover them simultaneously (Gernsheimer, Kanbach, & Gast, 2021).  

Although these principles of separation and integration have been documented after 

studies in large companies, according to Virtanen and Kock (2022), putting them into 

practice is much more difficult in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), even more 

so if one takes considering that the cultural tradition of this type of companies has been 

strongly oriented towards competition.  

Recent studies have even come to suggest the scant relevance of Coopetition in SMEs that 

operate in turbulent contexts (Keen, et al., 2022), which seems to refute the general 

orientation of the academic literature regarding their high dependence of the direct and 

indirect relationships that make up the cooperative ecosystem in which they are 

operating (Levanti, et al., 2018). However, "despite the significant economic impact of 

SMEs and their propensity for collaborative strategies, Coopetition in this type of 

company remains uninvestigated" (Randolph, et al., 2023, p.273). 

Despite the importance of studying the challenges faced by SMEs as drivers of innovation, 

growth, and exports (Paul, et al., 2017), the tensions that arise from the need to create 

value have received little attention in the literature on coopetition (Ryan-Charleton & 

Gnyawali, 2022) and requires greater empirical research efforts (Le Roy & Czakon, 2015). 

In this sense, this article delves into the understanding of the management of the tensions 

inherent to coopetition between SMEs that operate in countries with emerging economies, 

as is the case of Ecuador. 

The relevance of the research lies in the fact that no studies have been found that address in depth 

the complexity of the coopetitive relationships that occur between SMEs in that country, and 

specifically in the agroindustry sector, which is characterized by great benefits that it provides to 

the national economy by significantly affecting important macroeconomic variables, such as the 

Gross Domestic Product and the Economically Active Population (Oñate et al., 2021). 

The study becomes more relevant if it is also considered that the SMEs that make up this 

sector are going through a set of financial, commercial, and climatological circumstances, 
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which forces them to establish close collaborative relationships with their own 

competitors to continue operating in a globalized market. This generates tensions, 

conflicts and rivalries that threaten the achievement of business objectives and long-term 
sustainability. 

Other elements that were considered to choose the agroindustry sector lie in the fact that, 

although it is true that this sector is particularly labor-intensive, it also has an important 

capital component. In addition, one of the main obstacles that must be overcome to reach 

the foreign market is its inability to satisfy consumer demand in terms of volume, 

although it has done so in terms of quality (Burgos, 2010). This demands a 

multidimensional effort aimed at strengthening the productive capacities of the sector, 

consolidating the value chain, and improving the positioning of Ecuadorian agroindustry 

in international markets. 

In view of the above, this article answers the following questions: What are the sources of 

tensions and conflicts in coopetitive relationships in SMEs of the Ecuadorian agro-

industrial sector? What factors determine the magnitude of tensions and conflicts in 

coopetitive interactions? How tensions and conflicts impact the achievement of the 

objectives of the Coopetition? What factors act as mediators between tensions and the 

achievement of the objectives of coopetition? What are the factors that determine the 

ability to manage the tensions and conflicts that occur in coopetitive relationships? The 

research is based on the hypothesis that the tensions and conflicts that occur in 

coopetitive interactions are multidimensional and their magnitude depends on the 

cultural context in which they occur. 

In this way, the article fills an existing gap in the strategic management literature by 

illuminating the way to manage coopetition in terms of business value creation and joint 

value creation in the Ecuadorian case, and also, from an empirical perspective, the study 

contributes to deepening the theoretical understanding of the tensions that arise from 

coopetition in small and SMEs, which differs from other studies that tend to study 

coopetitive relationships in larger, strongly consolidated companies. 

 

Literature Review 

Origins and Evolution of the Coopetition  

The term Coopetition was introduced in the literature by Brandenburger and Nalebuff 

(1996), understanding it as "a value network between competitors, complementary 

companies, suppliers and customers" (p.177). Conceptually, Coopetition has been 

understood as "a condition in which we have cooperation and competition at the same 

time" (Dagnino, 2009, p.3), as the simultaneous and paradoxical compromise between 

cooperation and competition (Bengtsson & Kock, 2014; Chou & Zolkiewski, 2018) with 

the intention to create value (Gnyawali & Ryan-Charleton, 2018) and as a strategy that 

demonstrates the need to cooperate with competitors to achieve success in a market 

characterized by the complexity of the relationships between the parties (Dziurski, 2020), 

for what is still an intentional strategy, driven by a logic aimed at achieving clearly defined 

benefits with the right partners (Czakon, et al., 2020; Darbi & Knott, 2023). 
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More recently, Coopetition has also been understood as a commercial phenomenon that 

dominates many supply chains and that occurs by equilibrium driven by investment 

efficiency (Li & Zhao, 2022; Riquelme-Medina, et al., 2022), as well as a form of strategic 

alliance that require joint learning, collaboration, and exchange of knowledge between 

organizations (Pan´kowska & Sołtysik-Piorunkiewicz, 2022). 

A final theoretical approach refers to the knotted paradox of co-competition for 

sustainability, which arises when competitors cooperate with each other to promote 

environmental, social, and economic concerns, (Manzhynski & Biedenbach, 2023). Table 

1 shows the evolution of the concept of Coopetition. 

Table 1  

Evolution of the Concept of Coopetition 

Authors Concept definition 

Brandenburger & Nalebuff 
(1996) 

Value network between competitors, complementary companies, 
suppliers, and customers. 

Okura (2007) Win-win game because it simultaneously includes features of 
cooperative and competitive games. 

Dagnino (2009) Condition in which we have cooperation and competition at the 
same time.  

Cygler et al. (2014) One of four types of relationships between companies along with 
coexistence, cooperation, and competition.  

 
Bengtsson & Kock (2014) 

Paradoxical relationship between two or more actors involved 
simultaneously in cooperative and competitive interactions, 
regardless of whether their relationship is horizontal or vertical. 

Niemczyk & Stańczyk‐Hugiet 
(2014) 

System of actors that operate based on the partial fulfillment of 
interests and purposes. 

Bouncken et al. (2015) Strategic and dynamic process in which economic actors jointly 
create value through cooperative interaction, while simultaneously 
competing to capture part of that value. 

Chou & Zolkiewski (2018) Simultaneous and paradoxical commitment to cooperation and 
competition, which companies acquire to achieve economic 
objectives.  

Dziurski (2020) A new strategy that shows that pure competition is no longer 
enough to succeed in the market, making cooperation with rivals 
essential. 

Hani & Dagnino (2021) Any joint action consisting of the pursuit of common gains arising 
from interdependent resources, and in which the power, control and 
conflicts that arise during the pursuit of private gain are combined. 

Li & Zhao (2022) Commercial phenomenon that dominates in many supply chains 
and that occurs by the equilibrium driven by investment efficiency. 

Manzhynski & Biedenbach, 
(2023) 

Paradox that arises when competitors cooperate with each other to 
promote environmental, social, and economic concerns. 

Note: Prepared by the authors based on the review of the literature. 

In the previous Table it could be observed that co-competitive relationships between 

companies are created not only to take advantage of resources, but also to create them 

with a view to the development of new technologies, the joint creation or acquisition of 

information and knowledge, and for the acquisition of significant capabilities, including 

capabilities to cooperate (Cygler, et al., 2018). Therefore, the importance of coopetition 
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seems to be even greater in the context of small and medium-sized companies (Crick, et 
al., 2022; Gnyawali & Park, 2009). 

 

Dualities and Contradictions 

According to Gnyawali et al. (2016), dualities are abstract forces that derive from 

participation in activities that must be carried out simultaneously even though they are 

opposite to each other. For their part, the contradictions are specific forces of each entity 

involved in the Coopetitive paradox, which result from the interactions that occur 

between individuals with different points of view, forms of reasoning and interests. 

The magnitude of the dualities and contradictions will depend on organizational interests, 

growth and development expectations, organizational cultures, and the economic and 

financial resources involved in the relationship, which in turn are sources of conflict. 

According to Yami and Nemeh (2014), the three dimensions that best illustrate 

Coopetitive dualities are: (a) value creation, as opposed to value appropriation, (b) 

separation (temporal or spatial) instead of integration and (c) the maintenance of weak 

links between the actors involved (bridge) as opposed to the search for deep links 

between them (linkage).  

The dualities and contradictions precede the felt tension, which has two interrelated 

components: (a) the tension experienced by each individual when they feel a certain 

degree of discomfort or malaise with the paradoxical situation they are facing, and (b) the 

conflict that is expressed through the interaction between the people involved. For this 

reason, the literature that addresses the phenomenon of Coopetition assumes that tension 

is the central object of study, which is easily explained if one considers that tensions are 

implicit in the very nature of this phenomenon. (Bouncken, et al., 2018; Gnyawali, et al. 

2016; Le Roy & Czakon, 2015; Ritala & Tidström; 2014; Yami & Nemeh, 2014). 

Tensions and Coopetitive Forces 

In the field of Coopetition, tensions refer to the cognitive difficulties experienced by 

managers when they simultaneously pursue multiple contradictory objectives (Raza-

Ullah, 2020). It has also been indicated that the tensions that occur in Coopetitive 

relationships reflect the differences between the coopetitors' needs in terms of sharing 

and hiding information, and their willingness to co-create and obtain an appropriate value 

(Klimas, et al., 2023). In practice, these differences and contradictions are difficult to 

manage, even more so in the case of SMEs where decision-making is concentrated in one 

or a few key people (Virtanen & Kock, 2022)  

There is no uniformity in the literature on the typology of stresses experienced by 

managers. For example, Munten, et al., (2021) grouped the tensions created by the 

juxtaposition of contradictory elements into four categories: value generation, temporal 

articulation, relational evolution, and knowledge circulation. From another perspective, 

Virtanen and Kock (2022) found three types of tension: (a) tensions due to the overlap of 

the market and the product; (b) tensions due to proximity to clients and strategic 

importance; and (c) tensions over congruence of objectives and return prospects. 
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For their part, Ryan-Charleton and Gnyawali (2022) distinguish only two types of tension 

in Coopetitive relationships: (1) the tension experienced by Coopetitive partners due to 

the need to compete and collaborate simultaneously in pursuit of strategic objectives 

business through reciprocal exchanges; and (2) the tension that occurs in the process of 

joint value creation, which requires deep commitments and the search for shared 
objectives. 

Lately, a new perspective of tensions has been proposed from a gender perspective, 

arguing that tensions and demands for co-competition can activate a dilemma mentality 

or a paradoxical mentality in the intragender dynamics that occur between women in an 
organizational context (Kark, et al., 2023).  

Gnyawali and Ryan-Charleton (2018) indicated that the separation between the creation 

of business value and the creation of joint value is what makes it possible to recognize the 

double paradox that hangs over Coopetitive interactions since, in addition to the 

contradictory logic that implies competing and collaborating at the same time, there is a 

contrast between the creation of business value and the creation of joint value. Table 2 

shows their most significant differences considering the theoretical contributions of 

Ryan-Charleton and Gnyawali. (2022). 

The tensions created by the contradictory logics between the creation of business value 

and the creation of joint value can be managed by separating the actions of competition 

and cooperation or by integrating both logics, which would imply having a Coopetitive 

mentality (Le Roy & Czakon, 2015). However, the management of Coopetitive tensions 

not only depends on the way in which the principles of separation and integration are 

used but is also subject to the emotional and balance capacities of the Coopetitive partners 

(Race- Ullah, 2020). This is of particular importance in the context of SMEs whose 

activities are carried out in a volatile, dynamic environment influenced by global activities 

(Worimegbe, et al., 2022). 

From the previous points, the hypothesis emerges that the set of tensions and conflicts that arise 

during coopetitive interactions are multidimensional and are influenced by the cultural context 

in which they occur. 

 

Table 2 

Differences between the Creation of Value for a Company and the Creation of Joint Coopetitive Value 

for Both Companies 

 
Value creation for a Company Joint Coopetitive value creation 

Definition Profit improvements or cost 
reduction because of knowledge of 
individual partners and the 
resources accessed through co-
competition. 

Benefit improvements or cost 
reductions because of sustained 
shared contributions to achieve 
common goals. 

Main theoretical 
basis 

Resource-Based Vision Relational perspective 



10 

 

Key value 
sources 

− Appropriation of value 

− Combination of acquired 
resources, own internal 
resources and other resources 
obtained from a different 
partner in the Coopetitive 
relationship. 

− Innovation 

− Relationship-specific assets. 

− Knowledge exchange routines. 

− Complementary resources. 

− Effective governance 

− New or expanded markets 

Nature of the 
commitment 

− Partners voluntarily help each 
other to achieve individual 
goals through reciprocal 
exchanges.  

− Solidarity between partners 
makes it easier for each of 
them to prioritize the best 
interests of the other, if it does 
not occur at the expense of the 
company. 

− Partners work closely together 
to jointly implement common 
goals.  

− Joint value is maximized 
through deep cooperation that 
enables trust and shared faith 
between partners. 

Note: Adapted from “Value creation tension in coopetition: Virtuous cycles and vicious cycles” by T. Ryan-

Charleton / D. R. Gnyawali, 2022, Strategic Management Review, 1-34, p. 25.  

 

Methodology 

From an ontological perspective, the research was framed within constructionism, 

understood as an interpretation of reality that privileges knowledge, and collective 

thinking of groups of individuals who live with a phenomenon, for the construction of 

knowledge (Aparicio & Ostos, 2018). The epistemological approach of the study 

corresponded to interpretativism, following a qualitative approach that allowed us to 

understand the points of view of the people who live immersed in the Coopetitive 

phenomenon. 

A multiple case study was carried out in 25 companies belonging to the banana, cocoa, 

shrimp, and flower export sectors of Ecuador, in which 54 in-depth interviews were 

applied to the same number of executive directors. These companies were selected not 

because they were representative of a certain population, but because they were 

"particularly suitable for illustrating and amplifying the relationships and logic between 

the constructs" (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; p.27). The profile of the SMEs participating 
in the study is shown in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Profile of the SMEs participating in the study 

Sector Code Employers Structure 
Annual Sales 

(thousand USD) 
Market share 

Banana BN.1 96 Centralized 1,131.6 N/D 
 BN.2 112 Centralized 1,409.2 N/D 
 BN.3 37 Centralized 496.1 N/D 
 BN.4 61 Centralized 505.0 N/D 
 BN.5 69 Centralized 819.2 N/D 
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 BN.6 86 Centralized 733.6 N/D 
 BN.7 44 Centralized 683.8 N/D 
 BN.8 93 Centralized 1,056.0 N/D 
 BN.9 102 Centralized 323.3 N/D 
Cocoa CC.1 21 Centralized 188.7 N/D 
 CC.2 13 Centralized 211.4 N/D 
 CC.3 16 Centralized 480.1 N/D 
 CC.4 31 Centralized N/D N/D 
 CC.5 18 Centralized 588.5 N/D 
 CC.6 78 Centralized 1,795.1 N/D 
Flower FL.1 133 Decentralized 2,801.3 N/D 
 FL.2 94 Decentralized 962.2 N/D 
 FL.3 126 Decentralized 2,075.0 N/D 
 FL.4 139 Decentralized 2,794.2 N/D 
 FL.5 86 Decentralized 1,133.8 N/D 
Shrimp SM.1 17 Centralized 3,093.4 N/D 
 SM.2 53 Centralized 3,653.6 N/D 
 SM.3 38 Centralized 5,313.9 N/D 
 SM.4 26 Centralized 2.580,2 N/D 
 SM.5 37 Centralized 3,981,4 N/D 

 

In addition, 15 experts in coopetition and business strategies participated, to whom an 

online questionnaire was applied, made up of open questions, which allowed to broaden 

the understanding of the testimonies provided by the interviewed managers. The 

selection of these experts was made according to their suitability, availability, and 

motivation to participate. The suitability criteria were governed by the following order: 

(a) researchers with published papers on Coopetition, (b) directors of doctoral programs 

related to the field of study, and (c) professors of strategic management, business 

strategy, or equivalent specialization. Table 4 describes the characteristics of the selected 
experts. 

Table 4 

Profile of the experts who participated in the research. 

Code Gender Country Gr. Area 
Experience 

(years) 

E-01 M Ecuador PhD. Strategic Business Administration 14 
E-02 M Ecuador PhD. Business Finance 9 
E-O3 F España PhD. Advanced Management 8 
E-04 M Venezuela PhD. Productivity and Logistics 19 
E-05 M Venezuela PhD. Advanced Management 22 
E-06 M Ecuador PhD. Business Administration 6 
E-07 M Ecuador PhD. Economic Analysis 20 
E-08 F Ecuador MBA Business Administration 2 
E-09 M Ecuador PhD. Economic Analysis 10 
E-10 F Ecuador MBA Financial Management 4 
E-11 M Ecuador PhD. Economic Analysis 20 
E-12 M Ecuador MBA Business Administration 2 
E-13 M Ecuador PhD. Human Resources Management 10 
E-14 F Perú PhD. Strategic Management 10 
E-15 M Ecuador PhD. Communication and marketing 8 
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This data collection process is consistent with the theoretical assumptions of Eisenhardt 

and Graebner (2007) when they state that, in this type of research, a key aspect is the "use 

of numerous highly informed informants who see the focal phenomenon from different 

perspectives". (p. 28) including organizational actors from different hierarchical levels 

and functional areas, as well as external observers who, in this case, were replaced by 
experts.  

Data were collected until theoretical saturation was obtained; that is, until the 

information received through the in-depth interviews ceased to provide new relevant 

data to understand the phenomenon under study. The information obtained was 

subjected to an open and axial coding process using the constant comparative method. 

For this, in a first stage and using the Atlas.ti software (v.8) as support, the central content 

of each interview was analyzed using open coding and the creation of numerous memos, 

in such a way that it facilitated making sense of the information. collected. Then, through 

the axial coding process, behavior patterns and connections between categories were 

identified that allowed the creation of conceptual networks. Subsequently, the central 

categories (selective coding) were identified, which, when related to each other, allowed 

the generation of an integrating description of the phenomenon studied, which may be 

subject to verification or validation in future research. Figure 1 shows the coding and 

analysis process of the content of the interviews carried out. 

 

Figure 1 

Analytical research process 

 

 

Data reduction included simplification, ordering and classification of the data, using the 

constant comparative method with the help of Atlas.ti. With this method, common and 

divergent narrative incidents that were reflected in the interviews of key informants and 

experts were identified. This process allowed us to identify the properties of the deductive 

and emerging categories, explore their interrelationships and generate a substantive 
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theoretical approach that would allow us to understand the coopetitive phenomenon in 

the SMEs studied and answer the research questions. This theoretical construction should 

be understood as an “approximation” and not as a formal theory itself. Table 5 shows an 
example of the interpretive process. 

Table 5 

Simple example of the data coding and interpretation process 

Transcription Code Category Interpretation 

Banana exporting companies 
basically perform on their own and 
fight on their own in the internal 
and/or external environment. The 
interests of each one goes beyond 
any union or any group need… 

C4: 
Competition 

C4a:  
Level of 
competition 

Emphasis on 
competition and 
individualism 

I feel that there is no collaboration 
on the part of related companies…  

C2: 
Collaboration 

C2b:  
Reasons to 
collaborate 

The need for companies 
to collaborate with 
each other is not 
recognized 

 

Regarding the criteria that allowed evaluating the quality of the research, those indicated 

by Lincoln and Guba (1985) regarding credibility, transferability, reliability, and 

confirmability were used. In this regard, the credibility of the findings is supported by the 

triangulation of sources, having compared the points of view of the different people 

belonging to the different business ecosystems that have been considered for the study 

and, additionally, by contrasting those points of view. view with the perspectives of 

strategic management experts.  

Regarding the transferability or applicability of knowledge in other contexts, this is of an 

analytical type since the evidence obtained allowed finding logical relationships and 

establishing their implications in the empirical field, so the conclusions are only valid in 

the contexts studied. In any case, the chain of evidence and the findings have been 

described in sufficient depth to allow the conclusions to be transferred to other situations 

and business scenarios with similar characteristics. 

Regarding reliability, this is guaranteed by the recording and literal transcription of all 

the data obtained, which made it possible to preserve and recover the speeches and 

testimonies of the informants, thus making it easier for anyone outside the investigation 

to have the opportunity to question the methodological process carried out and evaluate 
the adequacy of the data and the findings obtained. 

Finally, with the intention of increasing critical reflexivity, developing complementary 

interpretations, discovering new dialectical relationships, and reducing subjectivity bias, as 

Lincoln (1995) inquires, for the qualitative analysis of the data, triangulation of analysts of data 

was used. in such a way that perspectives other than that of the researcher could be considered. 

To this end, the findings were corroborated by three scholars of cooperative strategies, with no 

connection to the business networks studied, thus demonstrating compliance with the 

confirmability criterion. On the other hand, the completeness criterion was met (Zhang & Shaw, 
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2012) since detailed information on the characteristics of the sample was provided together 

with a complete description of the techniques used to obtain the data and operationalize the 

constructs used. 

Table 6 shows the abbreviations used for the 52 interviewees and the 15 experts, according to 

the agricultural subsector they represented. 

Table 6 

Codes Used to Identify Study Participants 

Population group Code 

Consulted experts E-XX 

Executives of companies in the banana sector BN-XX 

Executives of companies in the cocoa sector CC-XX 

Executives of companies in the shrimp sector SM-XX 

Executives of companies in the flower sector FL-XX 

Note: the XX code refers to the sequential number corresponding to the executive in each population 
group. 

 

Results 

Characterization of the Agro-Industrial Sectors Considered for the Study 

Banana Sector 

In this sector, a partial congruence of interests and objectives is perceived between the business 

actors that make up the production chain and the exporting companies. There is also a clear 

separation between collaboration and competition, with preeminence of the latter, which 

configures a network context dominated by an elevated level of competitiveness (internal and 

external) and by the presence of divergent interests that could be hindering the achievement of 

collective benefits.  

Cocoa Sector 

As in the banana sector, in this sector there is also a clear separation between competition and 

collaboration, with an emphasis on competition and a low level of integration. The willingness 

to collaborate seems to be inversely proportional to the competitive position, and the possibility 

of collaborating with competitors is reduced by a lack of trust, zeal, and a lack of transparency 

in their actions. 

Shrimp Sector 

In the case of the shrimp industry, the results obtained suggest that the ability to collaborate 

among competitors is subject to the possibility of obtaining immediate benefits, which would 

allow us to argue that the center of attention is the company, but not the sector to which they 

belong. As occurs in the banana and cocoa sectors, this lack of integration around a common 

purpose could be a response to the important level of competition that exists in the shrimp 

sector, in which private interests seem to prevail over the benefits of the sector.  

Flower Sector 
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In the floriculture sector, it was possible to demonstrate the alignment of the higher collective 

interests with the business interests, which seems to favor collaboration between companies 

that compete in the same market, appreciating, in addition, that the strategic objectives of the 

sector are coherent with the strategic objectives of each company, even when their operational 

interests are different and even generate conflicts between them.  

Below, in Table 7, the main characteristics of the sectors studied in this research are indicated. 

Table 7 

Characterization of the Agro-industrial Sectors Considered for the Study 

 
Banana 
Sector 

Cocoa  
Sector 

Shrimp  
Sector 

Flower  
Sector 

Scope of potential benefits. Very low Very low Very low Moderate 

Scope of the coopetitive 
purpose. 

Very low Very low Low High 

Emphasis on leadership. Very high Very high Very high Low 

Emphasis on competitive 
advantages. 

High High High Moderate 

Risks to business 
sustainability. 

High Very high High Low 

Planning horizon Short term Short term Short term Medium term 

Senior management 
commitment. 

Moderate Moderate Moderate Very high 

Organizational structures. Centralized Centralized Decentralized Decentralized 

Ability to adapt to changes. Low Low Moderate Very high 

Commitment to innovation. Very low Very low Very low Very high 

Search for solutions to 
market challenges. 

Ever Ever Ever Ever 

New routines for value 
creation. 

No No No Yes 

Distrust. High Very high High Low 

Obstacles to the search for 
synergies. 

Sometimes Ever Sometimes Never 

Difficulties making assertive 
decisions. 

Yes Yes Yes No 

Emphasis to strengthen the 
competitive position. 

Very high Very high Very high Moderate 

 

Sources of Tensions in Coopetitive Relationships  

One of the main sources of tension found in the co-coopetitive relationships of the 

companies that participated in the study was represented by the need to work as a team, 

but also by the desire not to depend on third parties, which creates even more tension. 

Significant if the need to share information and knowledge is added, even when the 

competitive advantages of the company must be protected. (E-1, E-13). Likewise, the need 
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to define who owned the new technology, as well as the need to protect knowledge to 

maintain competitiveness when the alliance aimed to develop and share joint 

technologies, was recognized as a major source of tension (C -07). In these circumstances, 

"a great dilemma is knowing the limit to which information can and should be shared" (C-

13). According to the informants, both tensions seem to be influenced by the emphasis on 

competitiveness and the search for a better position in the market, which can constitute 

an obstacle to teamwork and collaboration with competitors (C-01 BN- 01, BN-04, BN-15, 
CC-03, CC-09, SM-08). 

Another source of tension emanated from the absence of clear policies on the scope of 

participation of each company involved in cooperative interactions (C-01, E-03), 

especially when considering the need to preserve the confidentiality of information, the 

knowledge and technology (C-03). This may be related to the maturity required to define 

strategic objectives and act consistently with them (C-05). Other dualities that were 

recognized as sources of tension were: disruptive innovation versus the consolidation of 

business identity (E-4, E-12, E-15), process automation versus service customization (E-

9, E -14) and, finally, technology transfer versus intellectual property protection (E-1, E-

02, E-06, E-10). 

As a synthesis, Figure 2 shows the causal relationships between the dualities and 

contradictions that lead to co-coopetitive tensions, as they have been understood by the 

managers and experts interviewed. 

Figure 2 

 Dualities and Contradictions that Drive Coopetitive Tensions 

 
Note: Prepared by the authors based on the results of the interviews 
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Sources of Conflict in Coopetitive Relationships 

The conflicts that occur because of the co-coopetitive relationships in the companies 

studied derive from the conjunction of different perspectives, interests and objectives 

that lead to contradictory behaviors that are not aligned with the creation of joint value. 

These contradictions are more noticeable in the case of those companies in which the 

orientation towards competition predominates. In this regard, the testimonies point to 

the imposition of prohibitive policies on competitors who, at a given moment and due to 

market situations, should be recognized as allies. The following testimony exemplifies the 

contradiction between co-competing partners: "They (the co-competitors) are sometimes 

part of the tensions and conflicts, due to their imposition of restrictive policies for their 

competitors and now allies" (E-01). 

In fact, with the exception of the floriculture sector where a strategic component of 

Coopetition was evidenced in the medium and long term (FL-01, FL-11, FL-18), there 

were abundant references to collaboration between competitors just to satisfy specific 

needs derived from excess demand, stock management, or pricing, but not as a deliberate 

development strategy (SM-12, SM-14, BN-03, SM-04, CC-16). 

Additionally, conflicts that have arisen because of individualistic positions that come from 

cultural traditions have been identified. The following testimonies reflect this: "they have 

their own mentality, and they want to do it their way and that is where conflicts arise 

between one party and the other party" (BN-03) and "there are always conflicts; there 

will always be someone to blame" (SM-04). Next, in Figure 2 the main sources of conflicts 

in the organizations studied are shown in a synthesized manner. 

From the testimonies received, it can be inferred that the main source of conflict is found 

in the predominance of the competitive paradigm that comes from the cultural traditions 

of company managers, and the experiences obtained through their counterparts in the 

sector. This belief is based on the desire not to depend on third parties, as well as the 

emphasis given to the protection of competitive advantages, the confidentiality of 

information and the search for a better position in the market, even at the expense of 

competitors. Therefore, the ability to co-operate seems to be subject to two key factors: 

on the one hand, the influence that the sector itself could exert by encouraging 

entrepreneurs to collaborate with each other to achieve sectoral benefits that can then be 

taken advantage of by each company, and on the other hand, the risks. that executives 

perceive regarding the sustainability of the company in the market. These risks can be 

perceived from a double perspective: 

a) Risk understood as the consequence of not collaborating with competitors, which 

can hinder business sustainability due to the impossibility of accessing external 

resources, developing new capabilities, and taking advantage of business 
opportunities. 

b) The risk that is implicit in said collaboration due to the need to transfer to 

competing companies physical, financial, technological or management resources 

that could threaten the competitive capacity of the company. 
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From the interviews carried out, indications emerge to consider that the ability to assume 

such risks is associated with cultural aspects that influence the recognition of the need to 

cooperate, which in turn is linked to communication factors, joint establishment of 

objectives. and recognition of mutual benefits. Another determining factor in the 

configuration of the coopetitive capacity of companies is associated with the degree of 

compatibility they demonstrate with each other. On this topic, in the absence of new 

corroborating studies, cultural traditions and especially managerial behaviors that 

emphasize the competitive paradigm seem to have the capacity to inhibit coopetitive 

interactions. Thus, a company that wishes to promote coopetitive relationships will 

encounter opposition if the other party is reluctant to work as a team, share information 

or transfer knowledge, or if it perceives a certain degree of self-sufficiency to climb 

strategic leadership positions in the sector with which it can take advantage. specific 
market circumstances. 

Consistent with the above, the factors that are interpreted as determinants of the 

coopetitive capacity of small and medium-sized companies in the Ecuadorian agro-

industrial sector can be summarized as: cultural compatibility between companies, the 

influence of the sector, the potential advantages and risks that arise. perceive, the size of 

the value created and shared, and the demands imposed by the market in which they 

compete. 

Determinants of the Magnitude of Tensions and Conflicts Deriving from the 

Coopetitive Paradox 

Regarding the intensity with which tensions and conflicts are perceived, managers 

understand that this depends on the scope of the purpose and the Coopetitive dynamics 

(E-8), the company's ability to process the information received (BN- 10, CC-02, CC-06), 

the ability to retrieve and share the information requested or required by the other 

company (CC-11, SM-04, SM-07, FL-06), the degree of commitment within the senior 

management of the companies immersed in the Coopetition process (FL01, FL-02, Fl-09) 

and, finally, the perception of the advantages obtained by each of them (BN-05, BN-11, CC 

-08, FL-03, FL-08). The latter is of particular interest since an imbalance in the benefits 

obtained can be the seed of new tensions and conflicts that could even endanger the 
Coopetitive relationship (E-13). 

Another element that seems to determine the magnitude of tensions and conflicts is 

represented by individualistic behavior and the consequent perception of a greater risk 

to the sustainability of the company in the sector (BN-03, BN-07, BN-08, BN- 15, CC-03, 

CC-09, SM-04 and SM-08). In the same way, trust, assumed commitments, shared 

knowledge, balance in terms of perceived benefits and transparency in management are 

factors that have been highlighted as triggers of tensions and conflicts in cooperative 

relations (C-14, BN-02, BN-06, BN-13, CC-10, SM-01, FL-09). 

Regarding the level of organizational formalization, it was argued that the more formal 

the organization, the fewer the conflicts since the interaction will be carried out strictly in 

accordance with the established procedures (E-14). Another aspect of special interest lies 

in the propensity shown by managers to think more about short-term benefits than about 

their long-term development (E-07, BN-01, BN-04, BN -12, CC-04, CC-09, CC-13, SM-06, 
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FL-01, FL-05), which again highlights the role of cultural values and strategic thinking in 
joint value creation. 

The analysis of the testimonies provided by the interviewees allows us to infer that the 

magnitude of the tensions is subject, on the one hand, to the scope of the purpose and the 

Coopetitive dynamic, and on the other, to the recognition of the difficulties in occupying 

or maintaining positions of leadership in the sector, since the objectives are mainly aimed 

at maintaining the competitive position and the sustainability of operations (E-8). 

Other factors that affect the magnitude of tensions and conflicts are: (a) the company's 

ability to process the information received and share the information requested by the 

other company; (b) the degree of commitment of the companies involved in the 

Coopetition process, (c) the perception of the advantages obtained by each of the 

Coopetition companies, and (d) the manifestation of individualistic behavior with the 

consequent perception of a greater risk to business sustainability, which could generate 

a climate of unease and uncertainty among the co-competing partners. 

Regarding the level of organizational formalization, it is argued that the more formal the 

organization is, the fewer the conflicts will be since the interaction will only be carried out 

strictly as established in the procedures (E-13b). Likewise, from the point of view of the 

interviewees, the factors that determine the magnitude of the dualities and contradictions 

find correspondence with the type of personality, leadership qualities, business vision, 

ambition for results and the ability to adapt to changes. 

Figure 3 shows the factors that influence the magnitude of tensions and conflicts 
according to the informants consulted. 

Figure 3 

 Factors influencing the magnitude of co-competitive tensions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Note: Prepared by the authors based on the results of the interviews 
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greater commitment to innovation, the search for solutions to market challenges and 

overcoming routines that do not contribute to value creation (FL-01; FL-03). In fact, it has 

been claimed that Coopetition opens the doors not only to exchange existing resources, 
but also to obtain external resources that would not otherwise be possible (Fl-01). 

The tensions that arise because of the manifestations of mistrust between individuals can 

hinder the search for synergies and assertive decision-making (BN-06, BN07, SM-04). In 

this sense, the negative effect of mistrust on co-competitive performance seems to be 

associated with the interest in achieving dominant positions in the sector (CC-05, CC-10) 

and not so much with other factors of a competitive nature, since that the high level of 

competition in a certain sector of activity is not an obstacle to creating the conditions that 

promote understanding and cooperation between companies in search of collective 

benefits and common objectives in terms of social and environmental management and 

cost reduction (FL- 02, FL-03). 

Figure 4 

Positive and Negative Impacts of Tensions and Conflicts for the Achievement of Coopetitive 

Objectives. 

 
Note: Prepared by the authors based on the results of the interviews. 

 

Factors that Influence the Mediation between Tensions and the Achievement of 
Objectives  

Due to the complexity implicit in the Coopetitive paradox, the way to manage Coopetitive 

interactions seems to be determined, initially, by the ability to understand and analyze 

the dualities and contradictions together with their possible implications in terms of 

discovering new opportunities. to act competitively, evaluate critical factors and act 

accordingly. Thus, the ability to align the strategic interests of the sector with the strategic 

interests of each company will depend on the analytical skills to foresee the favorable 

results of this alignment, even when the operational interests of each company are 

different (BN-08, SM-04, FL-01 and FL-04). The same occurs with the ability to visualize 
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possible formulas for the exchange of information and knowledge between competitors, 
which do not jeopardize the competitive potential of the company (CC-02; FL-04). 

The findings reveal that the greater the ability to perceive a co-competitive relationship, 

the easier it will be to identify effective processes to manage tensions. This became 

evident in the different aspects of Coopetitive practices in the flower sector (FL-01; FL-

02; FL-04) and in the reasons that promote collaboration between competitors (BN-03; 

BN-07; CC-02; SM-04; FL-1; FL-03; FL-04). Therefore, the greater the company's cognitive 

ability to understand and analyze the paradoxical situation, the greater its ability to 

execute routines, combine them, refine them, and implement new ways of managing 
cooperative relationships. 

As with the analytical capacity, the execution capacities were also appreciated as essential 

for cooperative performance. In this regard, the execution capacity is demonstrated by 

the efficiency with which each Coopetitive relationship is managed for the joint creation 

of value based on the objectives of the Coopetition, mainly in terms of technology and 
market value (CC- 02; FL01; FL-03). 

As a summary, Figure 5 shows the cognitive and executive capacities that mediate 
between stress and the achievement of objectives. 

Figure 5 

Analytical and Executive Capabilities to Mediate Between Tensions and the Achievement of 

Objectives 

 
Note: Prepared by the authors based on the results of the interviews 

 

Factors Influencing the Ability to Manage Coopetitive Tensions and Conflicts 

The results obtained allow us to infer that the management of tensions and conflicts is 

influenced by the learning capacity, the commitment shown by management, the 

leadership style and the organizational structures of the companies involved, and the 

willingness shown by the actors involved in the network or sector to plan sectoral 

development objectives that allow it to evolve in a single direction. 
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Figure 6 highlights the most significant factors that influence the ability to manage 
tensions and conflicts in Coopetitive interactions. 

Figure 6 

Factors that Influence the Ability to Manage Tensions and Conflicts 

 

               Note: Prepared by the authors based on the results of the interviews 

 

The Coopetitive Paradox 

Regarding the formation of paradoxical situations, the findings reveal that these are 

always subject to the Coopetitive capacity of the company, which depends on unilateral 

factors associated with the organization, and with multilateral factors associated with the 

sector or the market (Table 8). The recognition of coopetitive paradoxes is determined, 

initially, by the ability to understand and analyze dualities and contradictions together 

with their possible implications. Thus, the ability to align the strategic interests of the 

sector with those of the company will depend on the analytical skills to foresee the 

favorable results of this alignment, even when the operational interests of each company 

are different (BN-08, SM-04, FL -01 and FL-04). The same occurs with the ability to 

visualize possible formulas for the exchange of information and knowledge between co-

competing partners that do not jeopardize the competitive potential of the company (CC-

02; FL-04). 

Table 8 

Factors Determining the Ability to Manage the Coopetitive Paradox 

 One-sided factors  Bilateral and multilateral factors 

• Certainty of impacts • Mutual trust between co-competitive 

partners 

• High level of effective communication • Joint establishment of common objectives 

• High capacity for decision making • High level of integration and commitment 

Magnitude of the tensions felt

Emphasis on competitiveness and 
competitive position

Analytical and resolution capacity

Strategic interests of the sector

Business development strategy
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• Senior managers are convinced of mutual 

benefit 

• Definition of times established jointly and 

participatively 

• Ability to register, assimilate and take 

advantage of the information provided by the 

other party in co-competitive relationships. 

• Clarity and transparency in the contractual 

relationship with the co-opting partners 

(including roles and responsibilities). 

• Consistency between expected benefits and 

committed resources 

• Establishment of mechanisms to resolve 

conflicts 

• Commitment, involvement, and support of 

senior management in co-competitive 

dynamics. 

• Business cultures that encourage and 

support cooperative strategies. 

• High level of leadership ability to engage and 

maintain motivation for teamwork with 

competitors. 

• Clear willingness of the sector to evolve 

together 

Note: Prepared by the authors based on the results of the interviews 

 

Discussion  

As a summary, Table 9 shows the most relevant findings derived from the study of 

Coopetitive interactions between the SMEs studied, grouping them by areas of interest 
according to the purposes of study.  

The findings allow us to infer that the main source of co-competitive tensions is the 

predominance of the competitive paradigm, manifested by the desire not to depend on 

third parties, the emphasis on the protection of competitive advantages, the 

confidentiality of information and the search for a better position in the market, even at 

the expense of competitors. Therefore, the capacity for Coopetition seems to be subject to 

two key factors: (a) the influence that the sector itself can exert by encouraging 

businessmen to collaborate among competitors to achieve sectoral benefits that can later 

be taken advantage of by each company, and (b) the risks that executives perceive 
regarding the company's sustainability in the market.  

 

Table 9 

Sources of Stresses, Determinants of the Magnitude of Stresses, and Circumstances Influencing the 

Ability to Manage Coopetitive Stresses. 

Sources of 
tensions and 
conflicts 

− Ability of the sector to influence business decisions. 
− Advantages and potential risks perceived by the companies that co-

opt. 
− Cultural compatibility between cooperating companies 
− Sizes of business value and joint value expected to be created. 
− Market demands. 

Factors 
determining the 
magnitude of 

− Scope of the cooperative purpose 
− Planning horizon 
− Managers' perception of perceived potential benefits 
− Managers' perception of risks to business sustainability 
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tensions and 
conflicts 

− Learning ability 
− Senior management commitment 
− Communication and leadership style 
− Organizational structures. 

Factors that 
influence the 
ability to manage 
tensions and 
conflicts 

− Magnitude of the tensions felt. 
− Emphasis on competitiveness and competitive position 
− Ability to analyze the benefits of Coopetition. 
− The long-term interests of the business sector and the development 

strategy adopted influence the Coopetitive capacity of the companies 
that comprise it. 

− The results of the inter-company Coopetition have an impact on all 
companies in the sector. 

− The emphasis on innovation and sustainability influences the 
Coopetitive capacity of companies. 

Impacts of 
tensions and 
conflicts on the 
achievement of 
Coopetition 
objectives 

Positive impacts: 
− Greater commitment to innovation. 
− Search for solutions to market challenges. 
− Obtaining external resources. 
− New routines for value creation. 

Negative impacts: 
− Distrust 
− Obstacles to the search for synergies 
− Difficulties making assertive decisions. 
− Greater emphasis to strengthen the competitive position in the sector. 

 

Factors that 
influence the 
mediation of 
tensions and 
conflicts 

− Ability to understand and analyze dualities and contradictions. 
− Ability to align the strategic interests of the sector with the strategic 

interests of the company. 
− Ability to visualize possible formulas for the exchange of information 

and knowledge. 
− Ability to handle complex relationships and manage tensions 

productively. 

 

The implications of these findings can be summarized as follows: strategic difficulties in 

exchanging knowledge, resources, and opportunities with other companies in the sector, 

which limits the potential for joint growth and development; limited capacity for 

innovation, hindering adaptation to market changes and resulting in missed opportunities 

for growth and continuous improvement. Furthermore, the predominance of a 

competitive focus may encourage the emergence of rivalries and conflicts among 

companies, creating a tense and hostile business environment that can undermine the 

sustainability of SMEs, which are inherently more vulnerable to the demands imposed by 

international markets. 

These circumstances reduce the ability to create shared value, as proposed by Ryan-

Charleton and Gnyawali (2022) and increase the difficulty of managing differences and 

contradictions that arise when there is a need to collaborate with competitors, especially 

when strategic decisions in these types of companies are made by one or a few key 

individuals. (Virtanen & Kock, 2022). 
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Another determining factor of the Coopetitive capacity is associated with the degree of 

compatibility that the companies show among themselves; In this regard, the lack of trust, 

the risks assumed and the cultural gaps are factors that influence Coopetitive tensions, 

which are significantly influenced by the purpose, the planning horizon, the perceived 

benefits and potential risks, the capacity of learning, the commitment shown by senior 

management, the leadership style and the structures of the organizations involved in co-

competitive interactions.  

Furthermore, the results obtained allow us to affirm that the persistence of cultural 

traditions in small and medium-sized enterprises is conditioning the way 

coopetitive tensions are perceived and managed. This is not so much due to how 

managers conceive the principles of separation and integration, but rather due to 

the emotions that arise around the coopetitive phenomenon. Except for the 

floriculture sector, we observe a predominance of mutual distrust and a lack of 

understanding regarding common objectives that transcend specific issues arising 

from business activities. 

In another order of ideas, and alluding to the limitations of the research, the authors 

declare that the reported findings correspond to small and medium-sized companies that 

are not necessarily representative of this type of companies in Ecuador. For this reason, 

the results cannot be extrapolated to other business populations, even with the same 

characteristics in terms of business volume or type of activity. 

It is also important to highlight that the data used in this research was collected in a 

context of global health crisis due to the Covid-19 pandemic, which conditioned business 

dynamics and, therefore, could influence the testimonies of those interviewed when 

emphasize competitiveness as a business paradigm. In this sense, the external validation 

of the research can only be determined by the coherence with the results obtained when 

studying them in a previously normalized business ecosystem. 

 

Conclusions 

In response to the questions mentioned in the introduction of this article, the research 

found that the main sources of tension in co-competitive relationships between MYPEs 

are: (a) influence of the sector, (b) perceived potential advantages, (c) perceived risks, (d) 

cultural compatibility of executives, (e) size of the value created and shared, and (f) the 

demands of the market where they compete. On the other hand, it was found that the 

sources of conflicts are: (a) the influence exerted by the sector, (b) the advantages that 

are perceived, (c) the risks that are seen, (d) the cultural compatibility that exists between 

the companies that co-opt, (e) the size of the value created and shared, and (f) the 
demands of the market in which they compete. 

It was also found that the determinants of the magnitude of such tensions are: (a) the 

scope and potential benefits of the cooperative purpose, (b) the company's emphasis on 

maintaining competitive advantages and preserving its leadership in the sector and (c ) 

the perceived risks to sustainability, being influenced by: (a) the strategic vision and 

organizational culture, (b) the ability to process and share information, (c) the 
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commitment shown by senior management to promote and maintain coopetitive 

interactions, (d) communication and leadership styles, (e) the structural design of 

organizations and (f) the ability of managers to adapt to change. 

In another order of ideas, the results of the study allow us to affirm that the analytical and 

executive capacities of managers act as mediators between tensions and the achievement 

of objectives. In this regard, among the analytical capacities, the following stand out for 

their importance: (a) the capacity that the company possesses to understand and analyze 

the dualities and contradictions that make up the paradoxical relationships, (b) the 

capacity that it has so that the strategic interests of the company are consistent with the 

strategic interests of the sector to which it belongs, and (c) the ability to visualize possible 

formulas that allow the exchange of information and knowledge between coopetitors 

companies. On the other hand, executive capacities refer to the management of complex 

relationships and the management of tensions in a productive manner. 

Regarding the factors that influence the ability to manage Coopetitive tensions, the 

following stand out: (a) the magnitude of the perceived tensions; (b) the emphasis on the 

competitive paradigm, which reduces the ability to visualize the common goals of 

Coopetition; (c) the development strategy of the industrial sector; (d) the emphasis on 

innovation; and (e) hierarchical positions, which influence (directly or indirectly) the 

ability to perceive and manage the tensions that occur as a consequence of Coopetitive 

interactions.  

Lastly, regarding the Coopetitive paradoxes, the findings reveal the influence of factors 

that are not only internal to each organization but are also affected by factors that derive 

from the sector and the market in which the companies operate. Among the internal or 

unilateral factors that determine the ability to manage the Coopetitive paradox, the 

following stand out; (a) the effectiveness of communication, (b) the ability to make 

decisions, (c) the coherence between the perceived benefits and the committed resources, 

(d) the commitment of senior management and (e) the leadership capacity. From an 

external perspective, among the factors that intervene in the management of the paradox, 

the following stand out: (a) the trust between the partners that co-opt, (b) the joint 

establishment of common objectives, goals, and mechanisms for the resolution of conflicts 

(c) transparency in the contractual relationship, and (d) strengthening the culture of 

cooperation between companies that compete in the same market. 

In this way, the research findings offer insights into the joint creation of value for small 

and medium-sized companies in four important industries in the primary sector of the 

Ecuadorian economy, which have been experiencing significant fluctuations in their 

productive capacity and a reduction in costs. profitability margins, fundamentally caused 

by distortions in international markets, and by the intensity of competition to occupy 

leadership positions in the respective sectors, which not only reduces the ability to take 

advantage of growth and development opportunities, but  also threatens against the 

sustainability of the industry. 

Based on these results and considering, on the one hand, the emphasis on the competitive 

paradigm that was expressed by the interviewees, and on the other, the reluctance to 

share information and other resources with competing companies, an opportunity arises 
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to promote new studies that answer the following questions: how to transcend the classic 

management paradigms in SMEs in such a way that they allow adopting a new type of 

strategic reasoning that promotes simultaneity between the competition and 

collaboration? What are the factors involved in the decision to share information, 

technology, and resources in a collaborative relationship with competitors?  

Finally, considering the limitations of the research, it is recommended to replicate this 

study in broader and more diverse sectoral contexts to validate the findings about the 

sources of tension and the way to manage it. In the same way, to overcome the implicit 

limitations in any cross-sectional study, it is suggested to carry out longitudinal 

investigations that cover all the phases of the coopetitive phenomenon, from the 

establishment of agreements and determination of common objectives to the evaluation 

of the results and the process. In this way it will be easier to obtain information about the 

cultural dynamics that operate in the coopetitive companies, the type of tensions that are 

perceived, and the way in which people manage the conflicts that arise. New insights 

emerging from these studies will help consolidate the theory of the Coopetitive paradox 
which remains disjointed and highly fragmented. 

In any case, from a practical point of view and considering that business contexts are 

increasingly complex, dynamic and demanding, it is recommended that the competitive 

paradigm, which currently continues to dominate the business strategy of small and 

medium-sized companies in the Ecuadorian agricultural industry, begins to be replaced 

by a new model based on trust, which allows increasing the intensity and performance of 

coopetitive relationships, in such a way that they can create new business opportunities, 

maintain their independence, enhance the export desire and consolidate an 

organizational culture oriented towards innovation and penetration into new sectors of 

the global market. 
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Chapter II. Conclusions and Recommendations 

Conclusions 

The findings of this research offer insights into a set of elements that contribute to the 

body of knowledge surrounding coopetition in exporting SMEs in the agro-industrial sector. 

These findings provide support in addressing the questions that guided the study conducted in 

small and medium-sized companies in the banana, cocoa, shrimp, and flower farming industries 

of Ecuador. One key finding suggests that the primary source of tensions during coopetitive 

interactions in these companies stems from the prevalence of a competitive paradigm among 

their managers. This persistence is evidenced by the expressed desire of interviewees to avoid 

dependence on third parties and their emphasis on safeguarding competitive advantages, 

maintaining the confidentiality of information, and striving for an enhanced market position. 

From this, it is inferred that the capacity for coopetition is closely linked to executives' 

perceptions of risks related to the company's sustainability in the market. This does not negate 

the presence of other sources of tension influencing coopetitive performance. 

Furthermore, the research identified that the primary sources of tension in exporting 

SMEs within the studied sectors are associated with the influence exerted by their respective 

industrial sectors, the perceived advantages and risks, the compatibility of organizational 

cultures demonstrated by executives, the magnitude of created and shared value, and the market 

demands in which they compete. The magnitude of these tensions depends on multidimensional 

factors primarily influenced by the strategic vision and organizational culture, the managerial 

capacity to process and share information, senior management's commitment to promoting and 

maintaining cooperative interactions, leadership and communication styles, organizational 

structural designs, and the ability of managers to adapt to change and embrace new challenges. 

Factors such as lack of trust, perceived risks, and cultural disparities significantly influence 

coopetitive tensions, further shaped by the purpose, planning horizon, perceived benefits, 
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learning capacity, commitment of top management, leadership style, and organizational 

structures involved in coopetitive interactions. 

Looking from a distinct perspective, the results obtained affirm that the analytical and 

executive capacities of managers play a mediating role between tensions and the achievement 

of coopetition objectives. This becomes particularly relevant when considering notable 

analytical capacities in these managers, such as the managerial ability to comprehend and 

analyze paradoxical relationships with their dualities and contradictions. Additionally, the 

capacity to align the strategic interests of the company with those of the sector it operates in 

and the ability to devise formulas facilitating the sharing of information and knowledge, while 

preventing competitors from appropriating business value, are crucial. Conversely, concerning 

executive abilities to manage tensions productively, the study identified key factors influencing 

them. These include the perceived magnitude of tensions, the ability to visualize common 

coopetition objectives, a focus on innovation, the sector-level development strategy that has 

been implemented, and the hierarchical positions of those overseeing coopetitive projects. 

From these findings, it is evident that the persistence of cultural traditions favoring a 

competitive approach condition how tensions are perceived and managed within the studied 

organizations. This is closely tied to the emotions surrounding the coopetitive phenomenon. 

Notably, except for the flower sector, a prevailing sense of mistrust and a lack of understanding 

were observed regarding the establishment of common objectives. This underscores the impact 

of cultural traditions on shaping attitudes toward coopetition within the organizations under 

study. 

Finally, the findings highlight the influence of factors that extend beyond the internal 

dynamics of each organization and are also shaped by elements derived from the sector and 

market contexts in which companies operate. Internally, factors determining the ability to 

manage coopetitive tensions include the effectiveness of communication, decision-making 
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capacity, coherence between perceived benefits and required resources, the commitment of 

senior management, and leadership ability. 

Externally, the research provides substantial evidence indicating that coopetitive 

capacity is impacted by the level of trust between co-opting partners, their ability to establish 

common objectives, goals, and conflict resolution mechanisms, the transparency of contractual 

relationships, and the sector's collective will for companies to progress toward achieving major 

strategic objectives. This underscores the intrinsic complexity of the coopetitive phenomenon 

and emphasizes the critical importance of enhancing the capacity to manage tensions and 

conflicts arising from rivalries and divergent interests. The interplay of internal and external 

factors underscores the multifaceted nature of coopetition and emphasizes the need for a 

comprehensive approach to effectively navigate and leverage coopetitive interactions in the 

business landscape. 

 
 

Implications 

The implications drawn from the research findings can be categorized into two 

significant groups. The first group pertains to strategic challenges in exchanging knowledge, 

resources, and business opportunities with other companies in the sector, thereby limiting the 

potential for growth and joint development. The second group of implications revolves around 

the limited capacity for innovation, hindering the adaptation to market changes and resulting in 

missed opportunities for continuous improvement and growth. 

These implications are rooted in the prevailing competitive approach within a tense and 

hostile business environment, which not only diminishes the ability to create shared value but 

also amplifies the difficulty of managing differences and contradictions that arise when 

collaboration with competitors is necessary, especially when making strategic decisions under 

the circumstances dictated by competitive business environments. The combination of these 
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circumstances can undermine the sustainability of exporting SMEs, rendering them more 

vulnerable to the growing complexity, dynamism, and demands imposed by international 

markets. These findings call into question the statements made by Sánchez & Ramírez (2023) 

when they affirm that coopetition is an emerging phenomenon between companies that must 

collaborate with each other, since the configuration of coopetitive interactions seems to be 

determined by multiple cultural factors and paradigmatic traditions, that transcend the specific 

situations that SMEs must overcome to access new sources of financing or new markets. 

Considering these findings, the practical implications underscore the urgent need for the 

prevailing competitive paradigm, which currently dominates the business strategy of small and 

medium-sized companies in the studied sectors, to be replaced by a new model based on trust. 

This new management model is envisioned to enhance the intensity and performance of 

coopetitive relationships. In doing so, exporting SMEs can create new business opportunities, 

maintain independence, boost exports, and foster an organizational culture oriented toward 

innovation and leveraging business potential in global markets. The shift towards a trust-based 

model is identified as imperative for navigating the challenges posed by coopetition and 

fostering sustainable growth in the increasingly complex and dynamic landscape of 

international markets. 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the research results and considering the emphasis on the prevailing 

competitive paradigm in the studied exporting SMEs, along with the reluctance to share 

information and resources with competing companies, it is recommended to undertake  

qualitative studies focused on understanding how to transcend classic management paradigms 

in these organizations. The aim would be to foster the identification of drivers for the adoption 

of a new strategic mindset that encourages the implementation of trust-based coopetitive 
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strategies and enhancing the capacity to share technology and resources in collaborative 

relationships with competitors. 

Additionally, due to the limitations of the research, and considering that the data were 

collected during a global health crisis caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, which may have 

influenced business dynamics and interviewee responses, it is advised to replicate this study in 

broader and more diverse sectoral contexts. This replication would help validate the findings 

on the sources of tension and how to manage them. Moreover, it would be pertinent to conduct 

longitudinal research that comprehensively analyzes the coopetitive phenomenon—from the 

establishment of agreements and determination of common objectives to the evaluation of 

results. This approach would deepen the understanding of the cultural dynamics within 

cooperating companies, the types of tensions perceived, and the methods for managing conflicts 

that arise. Such insights will contribute to consolidating the theory of the coopetitive paradox. 
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