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Coopetition, i.e. cooperation among competitors such as Daimler and BMW who recently 

decided to merge their car sharing services, has become more than a buzz-word and has 

inspired practitioners and scholars to increasingly draw attention to the existence of 

relationships that include cooperative and competitive ties simultaneously.  

The finding that collaboration with rivals can be beneficial for innovation represents a 

valuable insight, because innovation is a major strategy to ensure firms’ long-term 

survival. The role of coopetition for innovation may be particularly pronounced when 

firms face scarcities in resources and knowledge, which may inhibit their innovation 

capability. Typically, SMEs are confronted with such limitations, however, only some 

studies have explored coopetition in this context so far. Instead, most coopetition research 

has focused on large firms. By enabling important sharing mechanisms through which 

resources and knowledge can be mutually accessed, developed, and integrated into the 

coopeting firms, coopetition may symbolise an escape route for SMEs. 

Given the lack of research and the potential importance of coopetition for innovation in 

resource-constrained settings, the objective of this thesis is to demystify how SMEs, 

including their typical sub-groups young SMEs and family SMEs, can boost innovation 

through coopetition. This thesis is composed of two parts. Part I sets out the background, 

literature, and conclusions of the thesis; Part II presents the six publications that apply 

different scientific methods to answer the research questions. 

The study makes three main contributions. First, it illustrates the infancy stage of 

coopetition research as several open questions remain unanswered. Second, the insights 

advance the knowledge of how coopetition can facilitate innovation in SMEs that face 

shortages in resources and knowledge, including the two sub-groups of young SMEs and 

family SMEs. Third, the thesis shows how family SMEs’ survival can be improved by 

coopetition along with the family members’ socioemotional, non-economic objectives. 

Additionally, the empirical findings reveal not only possible benefits but also risks 

accompanying coopetition, which underlines the double-edged consequences of 

coopetition.   

Keywords: coopetition, innovation, SMEs, young SMEs, family SMEs, socioemotional 

wealth
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Research Background and Motivation 

“The best partner for a firm in a strategic alliance                                                                        

is sometimes one of its strong competitors.”                                                                  

(Gnyawali & Park, 2009, p. 312) 

 

Recently, big corporations such as Daimler and BMW or Samsung Electronics and Sony 

Corporation while still being fierce competitors have decided to join forces with the 

particular goal to increase their innovativeness and competitiveness. As recently as in 

December 2016, Daimler and BMW have begun to merge their car sharing services. 

Although Daimler and BMW coopete to improve their ability to fight together against 

their largest rivals by means of cost sharing and cost savings (Bay, 2016), it is yet too 

early to analyse the two firms’ accrued benefits in terms of their ability to innovate and 

compete.  

For the example of Samsung and Sony, however, significant implications for the firms’ 

innovativeness and competitiveness as a result of coopetition have been reported. In 2004 

already, the two technology giants have become critical coopetitors when they started to 

cooperate to advance the development and production of flat-screen liquid crystal display 

(LCD) television (TV) panels and initiated a joint venture called “S-LCD” (Gnyawali & 

Park, 2011; Ritala & Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2009). Both firms contributed not only 

significant financial resources, US$1 billion/firm, but also complementary technological 

resources and capabilities (Ritala & Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2009) such as brand 

recognition and technological strengths in the LCD (Samsung) or TV technology (Sony) 

(Gnyawali & Park, 2011). As a consequence of coopetition, Samsung and Sony each 

realised key benefits in terms of their innovativeness and competitiveness. First, 

coopetition facilitated the firms’ mutual development of new, innovative LCD 

technologies through the combined technological know-how and development efforts. 

Thanks to the development and implementation of these technologies, Samsung became 

the market leader in the large size LCD panel market segment. Sony, experiencing major 

problems in developing flat screen TV sets before cooperating with Samsung, improved 

its innovativeness and was able to catch-up with competitors (Gnyawali & Park, 2011). 

Second, Samsung and Sony increased their individual market shares from 10% and 11% 

in 2004 to 23% and 18% in 2008 respectively. While they were ranked as 3rd and 4th 

market players before coopetiting, they have become the 1st and 2nd player in the total TV 

market as well as the LCD TV segment respectively (Gnyawali & Park, 2011).  

These real-life examples demonstrate that inter-firm partnerships among competitors are 

gaining momentum (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000) as a result of the presently unstable, 

constantly changing, and challenging business environments (Renna & Argoneto, 2012). 

In such contexts, firms are required to take on a proactive, flexible, and open mindset 

towards external cooperation if they want to succeed in their activities. 
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Cooperative relationships among competitors characterised by simultaneous cooperative 

and competitive ties are formally defined as coopetition, a combination of the words 

cooperation and competition (Brandenburger & Nalebuff, 1996). Although it is 

commonly agreed that the breakthrough publication of Brandenburger and Nalebuff in 

1996 has led to an increased attention paid to coopetition (Gnyawali & Song, 2016; 

Bengtsson & Kock, 2014), mostly in the fields of management and business, the strategy 

to cooperate with rivals has a long history.  

One of the first reported examples concerns Kirk S. Pickett who is said to have used the 

term already in 1911 when discussing the relationships among 35,000 oyster dealers. 

According to Cherington (1913), Pickett pointed out that the dealers were not merely 

competing but cooperating with one another seeking to create a bigger market for all 

dealers. Accordingly, Pickett noted that they were in coopetition. As such, coopetition is 

not a new phenomenon but the term has more frequently been applied since the late 

1990s’ to refer to cooperation among competitors as a complementary concept to 

overcome the gap between the conventional approaches of competition and cooperation 

(Roy & Yami, 2009). Coopetition thus addresses the existence of inter-firm relationships 

that focus on both convergent and divergent interests simultaneously. 

Innovation, i.e. the creation of novel or advanced products, services, processes etc. (Van 

de Ven, 1986), and innovativeness, i.e. a firm’s ability to innovate (Hult et al., 2004, 

Salavou, 2004), are key ingredients for firms’ economic performance, growth, and 

survival (Cooper, 2000). As such, innovation is said to “renew companies, enhance their 

competitive advantage, spur growth, create new employment opportunities and generate 

wealth” (Hayton & Kelley, 2006, p. 407) and innovativeness allows firms to develop 

competitive advantages based on innovative product, services, processes etc. (Rhee et al., 

2010; Salavou, 2004; Cooper, 2000). Given the importance of innovation and 

innovativeness, extant research has studied the question of what drives the firms’ 

innovation ability primarily building on the resource-based view (RBV) and the dynamic 

capabilities view (DCV). By pointing out the importance of resources based on the RBV 

as well as skills and capabilities based on the DCV, research has suggested several 

antecedents of innovativeness, including firms’ financial resources and their abilities and 

readiness to assume risks, to act proactively, to respond to customer preferences (e.g., 

Covin et al., 2016; Pesämaa et al., 2013). Moreover, firms’ entrepreneurial, managerial, 

and technological capabilities (e.g., Kyrgidou & Spyropoulou, 2013), or market and 

entrepreneurial orientations have been found to explain firm innovativeness (e.g., 

Pesämaa et al., 2013; Harms et al., 2010; Tajeddini, 2010; Hult et al., 2004).  

An additional key antecedent is external knowledge as it facilitates innovation 

development and implementation (Pittaway & Rose, 2006) and plays a major role in 

determining firms’ innovativeness (Parra‐Requena et al., 2015). External knowledge can 

be accessed through different forms of relationships with external partners including 

suppliers, customers, or competitors (Covin et al., 2016; Enberg, 2012). Especially 

cooperation with competitors seems to play a significant role in advancing firms’ 

technological progress and innovation capability (Gnyawali & Park, 2011). Facing 
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increased uncertainty, firms have to apply more flexible and dynamic forms of 

collaboration, including cooperation with their rivals, to speed up innovation and enhance 

competitiveness (Bengtsson & Kock, 1999).  

So far, research has produced numerous evidence on the positive relationship between 

coopetition and innovation (Bouncken et al., 2016; Estrada et al., 2016; Ribeiro-Soriano 

et al., 2016; Ejsmont, 2014; Ritala & Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2013) and has sought to 

examine the effects, benefits, and risks of coopetition on innovation (Ritala & Sainio, 

2014; Park et al., 2014; Bouncken & Kraus, 2013). In sum, research has argued that 

coopetition can improve the coopetitors’ ability to compete in the global marketplace 

through keeping up with fast environmental changes, handling more efficiently the risks 

associated with the current unstable and uncertain future, and exchanging complementary 

resources, capabilities, and knowledge (Bouncken & Kraus, 2013). These exchange 

mechanisms among coopetitors are crucial for innovation and the firms’ ability to 

innovate, which are both major sources of competitive advantage in today’s turbulent, 

hostile, uncertain, and complex environments. Yet, innovation is challenging, especially 

for firms dealing with constraints in their stock of resources and knowledge (Morris et 

al., 2007).  

Often, small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), those firms employing less than 250 

employees (European Commission, 2005), face limitations due to their liability of 

smallness (Akdoğan & Cingšz, 2012; Morris et al., 2007), which can inhibit their 

innovation performance (Camison-Zornoza et al., 2004). Through the formation of 

partnerships with external partners, such as suppliers, customers or even competitors, 

constrained firms can acquire missing innovation ingredients (Teece, 1992). Focusing on 

the potential advantages of cooperation among competitors, coopetition can serve as an 

escape or a survival route for a firm that is confronted with resource and knowledge 

shortages but wants and needs to engage in the development of innovations.  

In fact, Gnyawali & Park (2009, p. 312) have postulated that “the best partner for a firm 

in a strategic alliance is sometimes one of its strong competitors” since a competitor 

generally shares the same contexts, threats, and opportunities and possesses 

complementary resources that are relevant to the other party (Gnyawali & Park, 2009). 

Through coopetition, financial, social, human, technological, marketing, or other 

managerial resources can be accessed (Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004), 

knowledge can be exchanged and integrated (Enberg, 2012) and risks and costs can be 

shared (Gnyawali & Park, 2009). Coopetitors can therefore be key sources of resources 

and knowledge, which can accelerate innovation.  

Although coopetition research has been growing steadily (Bengtsson & Kock, 2014) and 

studies have frequently examined the importance of coopetition for innovation (Ritala et 

al., 2016), research on coopetition and its link with innovation is still young and several 

questions remain to be explored (Bengtsson & Kock, 2014). For example, existing 

coopetition research is limited to the exploration of a few firm types.  
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Coopetition research has emphasised that cooperative ties between competitors are 

primarily relevant for multinational enterprises (MNEs) and their innovation (e.g., Dahl, 

2014; Gnyawali & Park, 2009) due to these firms’ size, complexity, and scope (Tidström, 

2008). In contrast, there is still a paucity of research investigating coopetition and its 

interplay with innovation in SMEs (Gnyawali & Song, 2016; Soppe et al., 2014; 

Thomason et al., 2013), including the common sub-groups of young SMEs, i.e. start-ups 

or new businesses1 (Kraus & Kauranen, 2009; Kraus, 2007) that hire at least one paid 

employee and are neither subsidiaries nor branches of existing independent firms (Luger 

& Koo, 2005, p. 19), as well as small-and medium-sized family-owned enterprises (family 

SMEs), i.e. firms in which more than 50% of the voting shares belong to one family 

(Donckels & Fröhlich, 1991) and less than 250 employees are hired (European 

Commission, 2005). This lack of study is surprising for several reasons.   

First, in the European Union (EU), as recently as 2015, SMEs accounted for 99.8% of all 

companies, gained 57.4% of value added, and represented 66.8% of total employment 

(Muller et al., 2016). Further, SMEs, including the sub-groups of young SMEs and family 

SMEs, are important creators of employment, economic growth, and innovation 

(Kollmann et al., 2016). Therefore scholars, entrepreneurs, managers, and politicians seek 

to understand the factors that may facilitate SMEs’ growth and survival potential.  

Second, although SMEs are known as major source of innovation, innovation is 

particularly difficult for these firms, including young SMEs and family SMEs. 

Accordingly, they represent sensitive firm types (Kossyva et al., 2014). This sensitivity 

is due to resource and knowledge shortages that may impede their innovation capability 

and possibly motivate them to coopete. In young SMEs and family SMEs, however, this 

restriction in resources and knowledge is coupled with additional characteristics that have 

to be taken into consideration when exploring these firms’ business behaviour, such as 

their decision to engage in coopetition. In addition to the liability of smallness, young 

SMEs have to deal with a certain liability of newness (Stinchcombe, 1965) given their 

lacking track records and reputation effects. Stemming from family ownership and 

control (Chrisman et al., 2012), family SMEs exhibit different behavioural patterns 

compared to their non-family counterparts (Chrisman et al., 2016), which may determine 

their resources, capabilities, and strategies.  

Third, not only large firms but also small, young and emerging, and family-owned firms 

engage in inter-firm/-competitor agreements (De Massis et al., 2015; Soppe et al., 2014; 

Courrent & Gundolf, 2009; Morris et al., 2007; Dowling et al., 1998). In this vein, 

scholars have already noted that “the importance of co-opetition seems to be even greater 

in the context of small and medium-sized enterprises” (Gnyawali & Park, 2009, p. 309) 

and examples can be found for SMEs, including young SMEs and family SMEs.  

                                                 
1 In the literature, the terms young SMEs, start-ups and new businesses/business ventures are oftentimes 

used interchangeably, since start-ups are typically small and young organisations in the beginning (Kraus 

& Kauranen, 2009). In this line, this thesis refers to young SMEs as small and young, new ventures.  
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For example, in the Austrian ski industry, ski lift companies frequently form strategic 

collaborations with each other. These SMEs install lift-links between their formerly 

disconnected areas to expand the existing ski systems and to increase their capability to 

compete with larger skiing areas in France and Italy (Falk, 2017). An example of 

coopetition of young SMEs can be observed in the banking industry, where financial 

technology start-ups typically partner with established banks. These coopetitive ties 

enable the start-ups to kick start their developed innovation and the larger rivals to gain 

access to innovative ideas and services (BNP Paribas, 2016). A case of coopeting family 

SMEs has been identified in the French wine industry. To survive the intense competition 

in their markets, very small cooperating, but competing, French family firms have 

adopted coopetition strategies in the form of wine cooperatives (Granata, 2013). Hence, 

it can be assumed that SMEs, including young SMEs and family SMEs, look for creative, 

innovative ways to enrich their insufficient resource bases and reduce their liabilities.   

Therefore, the overarching objective of this thesis is to explore the role of coopetition as 

a mechanism to unlock and improve the innovation potential of SMEs, including the two 

sub-groups of young SMEs and family SMEs. As such, the thesis seeks to further develop 

the present knowledge on the role of coopetition for innovation by taking into account the 

potential impact of contextual contingencies. This thesis thus represents a reaction to 

several recent calls for research to examine coopetition on different levels and in different 

contexts (e.g., Bengtsson & Kock, 2014).  

1.2 Research Gaps 

Given the demonstrated shortages in resources and knowledge faced by SMEs, including 

young SMEs and family SMEs, it can be assumed that coopetition can be of great 

significance for innovation in such contexts. However, existing research has failed to 

address coopetition and its role for innovation in these settings. This paucity of research 

represents a knowledge gap, which is addressed by means of the individual publications 

included in this thesis. In doing so, the conclusions provide directions for firm owners 

and managers to sustain and improve innovation through coopetition. With this in mind, 

the research presented in this thesis addresses the following research gaps.  

The first void in the literature addressed in this thesis concerns the need of a systematic 

synthesis of previously published conceptual and empirical insights on coopetition to lay 

out the present understanding of coopetition for the subsequent empirical elaboration of 

the effects of coopetition on innovation. Coopetition as a phenomenon in strategy and 

management has been recognised since the late 1980s/early 1990s (Hamel, 1991; Von 

Hippel, 1987). Since then, a steadily increasing number of studies have elaborated on 

coopetition and the related implications. Given this development, a handful of systematic 

literature reviews has recently emerged (e.g., Bengtsson & Raza-Ullah, 2016; Dorn et al., 

2016; Bengtsson & Kock, 2014; Czakon et al., 2014) to set the stage for the advancement 

of the research field. However, none of them has particularly focused on coopetition as a 

strategy for, e.g., innovation processes and the difficult management of coopetition due 
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to its associated benefits and risks. Therefore, research is needed that reviews 

systematically how coopetition can be applied as a strategy in different contexts and 

outlines the management of coopetition together with its potential advantages and 

disadvantages (Publication 1). Further, already established relationships in coopetition 

literature need to be tested and validated (Publication 2).  

Second, there is a need to broaden research on the linkage between coopetition and 

innovation in SMEs. Although coopetition has sparked lively discussions as being a 

source of technological progress and innovation (Gnyawali & Park, 2011; Sammarra & 

Biggiero, 2008), existing research has mainly focused on large MNEs (Dahl, 2014; 

Gnyawali & Park, 2009). Only a small number of studies have explicitly analysed the 

potential contribution of coopetition for innovation in SMEs (Gnyawali & Song, 2016; 

Ricciardi et al., 2016; Thomason et al., 2013; Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 

2004). On the one hand, SMEs may be pushed into coopetition (Granata et al., 2016; 

Thomason et al., 2013; Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004) due to their liability 

of smallness that manifests as a deficit in size, human, financial, or social resources, or 

capabilities (Akdoğan & Cingšz, 2012; Morris et al., 2007). Coopetition enables joint 

resource and risk sharing, as well as mutual development (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000) and 

can enhance innovation power (Gnyawali & Park, 2009). Further, coopetition has been 

found to be positively associated with enhanced financial performance (Levy et al., 2003) 

and lower overall uncertainty and costs for SMEs (Morris et al., 2007). On the other hand, 

however, research is needed to advance the knowledge on whether and how SMEs 

develop innovative coopetition relationships with each other to increase their survival 

potential when they are facing a situation of environmental uncertainty (Publication 3).  

Young SMEs represent a typical form of SMEs in which coopetition in general and its 

impact on innovation is not yet explored sufficiently (Gast et al., 2015; Soppe et al., 

2014). Given their small size and the additional characteristic of their young age, young 

SMEs typically encounter liabilities of both newness and smallness (Stinchcombe, 1965). 

As a result, they tend to lack a sufficient base of (financial, human and social) resources, 

capabilities, knowledge, as well as relationships and reputation (Freeman & Engel, 2007). 

Through coopetition, young SMEs can not only gain access to the missing capabilities 

and resources (Lechner et al., 2016; Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004) but, 

simultaneously, share risks and costs with a partner (Gnyawali & Park, 2009). Hence, it 

can be assumed that cooperation with larger, competing firms may represent a possibility 

for young SMEs to decrease their liabilities of newness and smallness (Lechner et al., 

2016; Bouncken et al., 2015a). However, it is unknown whether, how, and why young 

SMEs engage in coopetition to decrease their described liabilities of smallness and 

newness through coopetition (Soppe et al., 2014; Adams et al., 2012). To better 

understand the potential coopetition drivers, benefits, and threats linked to their resource 

constraints, research is needed that analyses coopetition of young SMEs (Publication 4).  

Finally, family-owned organisations have been almost entirely neglected in coopetition 

research (Gast et al., 2015). Being mostly SMEs (Voordeckers et al., 2007), family firms 

deal with similar challenges, including a scarcity in resources and knowledge that may 
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inhibit their innovation capability (De Massis et al., 2017) and drive them to adopt a 

coopetitive mindset. However, these firms’ strategic decision-making is determined by 

family involvement in ownership, management, and governance. This characteristic is 

the main distinguishing feature between family and non-family SMEs and has to be taken 

into account when studying coopetition and innovation of family-owned organizations.  

Since the major decision-makers are, in many family cases, family members, their 

preferences and aspirations influence business goals and strategies (Classen et al., 2012). 

Family members’ preferences and aspirations, however, are influenced by the aim to 

preserve both their economic and non-economic, socioemotional wealth (SEW) (Berrone 

et al., 2012). This effect of family members’ preferences of economic and non-economic 

goals on firms’ strategies may be even more pronounced in family SMEs, because family 

members enjoy greater levels of influence, authority and autonomy over strategic 

decisions due to the small size of the firm and its’ ownership concentration (Chrisman et 

al., 2012). Prior research in family firm innovation has produced rather mixed conceptual 

and empirical insights (De Massis et al., 2013; Liang et al., 2013) and the question of 

whether or not and how family involvement in ownership and management influences 

firms’ strategies like coopetition or innovation has sparked lively discussions.  

To advance the understanding of family firm innovation, extant research efforts need to 

be identified and synthesised, and avenues for future research need to be developed 

(Publication 5). Next, the role of coopetition for innovation in family SMEs can be 

disentangled by taking into consideration the potential effect of family involvement in 

terms of economic and SEW goals on strategic decision-making (Publication 6).  

1.3 Research Questions 

Research remains unclear concerning the questions whether and how resource-

constrained firms can improve their innovation capability through coopetition. 

Clarification is needed to enhance the understanding of the specificities of coopetition for 

innovation in SMEs. Accordingly, the core objective of this thesis is to address the 

previously identified research gaps and to investigate the linkages between coopetition 

and innovation in SMEs, including the sub-groups young SMEs and family SMEs, in a 

comprehensive and critical way by applying a multi-method approach. Thereby, this 

thesis seeks to answer the following main research question: 

How can coopetition benefit innovation in SMEs?  

This research question is the result of an extensive literature review on coopetition, which 

revealed that the application of coopetition in SMEs is still underexplored. Although 

coopetition is an important topic in management and business research, and has been 

found to be beneficial for innovation, research is lacking that attempts to further broaden 

the understanding of the relationship between coopetition and innovation. To develop a 

detailed answer to the main research question, the research presented in the six individual 

publications is guided by five sub-questions.  
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The first sub-question refers to the need to review and synthesise the current coopetition 

literature. Although coopetition research has been growing steadily, no clear picture of 

the literature base concerning the role of coopetition as a strategy and the management of 

coopetition as well as the antecedences or consequences of coopetition has been provided 

so far. To close this void and to gain a detailed understanding of existing coopetition 

research and future directions, the insights of a systematic literature review and a meta-

analysis, i.e. a statistical synthesis, of contributions on coopetition are presented in 

Publications 1 and 2. The underlying Sub-question 1 is formulated as follows:  

Sub-question 1:  What is the current state-of-the-art research on coopetition? 

Where can research go from here?  

To broaden the understanding of coopetition’s role as an innovation driver, coopetition is 

analysed in different types of SMEs. Therefore, the second sub-question calls for research 

on the coopetition-innovation link in SMEs. In addressing this sub-question, a 

longitudinal case study of 45 French wineries is presented in Publication 3. Sub-question 

2 is formulated as follows:  

Sub-question 2:  What roles does coopetition play for innovation in SMEs? 

Sub-question 3 refers to the need to develop knowledge on coopetition in the previously 

understudied setting of young SMEs in which liabilities of size and age occur. This sub-

question is addressed in Publication 4 which presents a multiple case study on coopetition 

among 35 Austrian-based start-ups and 35 Austrian-based corporations. Accordingly, 

Sub-question 3 reads as follows:  

Sub-question 3:  What roles does coopetition play for innovation in young 

SMEs?  

Family SMEs behave differently than their non-family counterparts, mainly due to family 

involvement in the firms’ strategic decision-making. Given the existing but mixed 

findings on whether and how family involvement influences innovation, the current state-

of-the-art research on family firm innovation needs to be synthesised. By combining a 

bibliometric citation analysis with a systematic literature review, Publication 5 analyses 

and organises the state-of-the-art research in this field, and develops compelling avenues 

for future research. As such, Publication 5 serves as a starting point for a more detailed 

empirical analysis of the roles of coopetition for innovation in family SMEs (Publication 

6). Thus, to present the current family firm innovation literature, Sub-question 4a reads 

as follows:  

Sub-question 4a:  What is the current state-of-the-art research on innovation in 

family firms?                                                                                                      

Where can research go from here?  
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The final sub-question addresses the interrelationship between coopetition and innovation 

in family SMEs. In Publication 6, the insights from a single case study of a German 

cooperating network of competing family SMEs operating in the innovation-intensive 

information technology (IT) industry are presented and discussed with respect to the 

concept of SEW. Thus, Sub-question 4b reads as follows: 

Sub-question 4b:  What roles does coopetition play for innovation in family 

SMEs? 

1.4 Outline of the Thesis and Linkages between Publications and 

Research Questions 

This work comprises two main parts: a thesis overview in Part I and six publications 

presented in Part II. Part I introduces the overall topic under investigation as follows:   

 Chapter 1 summarises the research background and sets out the research 

questions as well as sub-questions.  

 Chapter 2 provides the literature review of the thesis.  

 Chapter 3 concentrates on the research design strategy and justifies the choice of 

the applied research methods.  

 Chapter 4 reviews the individual publications, their background and objectives 

as well as results/contributions.  

 Chapter 5 develops an answer to the main research question, synthesises the 

theoretical and managerial implications of the thesis, and reveals suggestions for 

future research.  

Part II presents the publications. Each publication addresses a distinct sub-question to 

derive an answer to the main research question. Table 2 presents all of the included 

publications in terms of research questions and sub-questions per publication. 
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Table 2. Overview of the thesis in terms of research questions and sub-questions  

Part I: Thesis overview 

Main research question 
How can coopetition benefit innovation in SMEs? 

Part II: Publications 

Introduction to coopetition 

Sub-question 1 
What is the current state-of-the-art research on coopetition?  

Where can research go from here? 

Publication 1 

Coopetition: A Systematic Review, Synthesis, and 
Future Research Directions 

 

Publication 2 

Lifting the Veil: Early Effects on Antecedents and 
Consequences of Coopetition from a Meta-analysis 

Roles of coopetition for innovation in SMEs 

Sub-question 2 
What roles does coopetition play for innovation in SMEs? 

Publication 3 

Organisational Innovation and Coopetition between SMEs: A Tertius Strategies Approach 

Young SMEs Family SMEs 

Sub-question 3 
What roles does coopetition play for innovation in 

young SMEs? 

Sub-question 4a 
What is the current state-of-the-art research on 

innovation in family firms? 
Where can research go from here? 

Publication 4 

David and Goliath: Causes and Effects of 
Coopetition between Start-ups and Corporates 

 

Publication 5 

Innovation in Family Firms: Examining the Inventory 
and Mapping the Path 

 Sub-question 4b 
What roles does coopetition play for innovation in 

family SMEs? 

 Publication 6 

Coopetition of Small- and Medium-Sized Family 
Enterprises: Insights from an IT Business Network 
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1.5 Definition of Key Terms 

Absorptive capacity - refers to the extent to which a firm can acquire and utilize 

knowledge from outside sources (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990).  

Capability - refers to “a firm’s capacity to deploy resources, usually in combination, 

using organisational processes, to effect a desired end. They are information-based, 

tangible or intangible processes that are firm-specific and are developed over time 

through complex interactions among the firm’s resources” (Amit & Schoemaker, 1993, 

p. 35).  

Coopetition - refers to the “strategic and dynamic process in which economic actors 

jointly create value through cooperative interaction, while they simultaneously compete 

to capture part of that value” (Bouncken et al., 2015a).  

Family firm - refers to a firm “… governed and/or managed with the intention to shape 

and pursue the vision of the business held by a dominant coalition controlled by members 

of the same family or a small number of families in a manner that is potentially sustainable 

across generations of the family or families” (Chua et al., 1999, p. 25).   

Family SME - refers to a firm in which more than 50% of the voting shares belong to 

one family (Donckels & Fröhlich, 1991) and which employs less than 250 employees (see 

European Commission, 2005).  

Incremental innovation - refers to small changes to existing products/services or 

technologies (Dewar & Dutton, 1986).  

Innovation - refers to the set of activities which seek to explore and exploit business 

opportunities in order to generate, accept, and implement new ideas, processes, products, 

or services (Thompson, 1965). 

Innovativeness - refers to “the firm’s capacity to engage in innovation; that is the 

introduction of new products, services or processes in the organisation” (Hult et al., 2004, 

p. 429). 

Opportunism - refers to the behaviour of exploiting a weaker actor’s interests 

(Osarenkhoe, 2010).   

Organisational innovation - refers to the change of a firm’s relationships with other 

firms or public institutions through, for example, alliances, partnerships, outsourcing or 

subcontracting (OECD, 2005).  

Radical innovation - refers to the development of ground-breaking, radically new 

products/services/processes that require a high degree of new knowledge and/or 

technology and may result in disruptive market changes (Yang et al., 2014; Bouncken & 

Kraus, 2013).  
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Resource - refers to “firm-specific physical, human, and organisational assets” 

(Wernerfelt, 1984, p. 172).  

SEW - refers to family firm owners’ “affective endowment” or non-economic gains 

which they derive from their ownership position in the firm and comprises five 

dimensions: (1) family influence, (2) family identification, (3) binding social ties, (4) 

emotional attachment, (5) renewal of family bonds (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007). 

SME - refers to a firm with less than 250 employees (see European Commission, 2005).  

Start-up - refers to a “business entity which did not exist before during a given time 

period (new), which starts hiring at least one paid employee during the given time period 

(active), and which is neither a subsidiary nor a branch of an existing firm (independent)” 

(Luger & Koo, 2005, p. 19).   

Tertius gaudens - refers to “the third who laughs/enjoys”, hence to an actor who can take 

advantage of opportunities generated by two other actors by means of his intermediation 

of position (Burt, 1992; Simmel, 1950) and who focusses on competition, conflict, and 

manipulation (Garriga, 2009). 

Tertius iungens - refers to “the third who joins”, hence to an actor who is capable of 

linking disconnected actors (Obstfeld, 2005) focusses on cooperation and initiating 

coopetition (Garriga, 2009).  

Young SME - refers to start-ups and new businesses/business ventures which are 

typically small and young organisations in the beginning (Kraus & Kauranen, 2009).  



31 

2 Literature Review 

This chapter summarises prior knowledge in coopetition research. The presented insights 

serve as theoretical background for this thesis as well as for the individual publications.  

2.1 Coopetition 

Most scholars agree that Ray Noorda, chief executive officer (CEO) of Novell, an 

American multinational software and services company, coined the term “coopetition” in 

the 1980s when referring to the firm’s cooperative business relationships with rival 

licensees (Lechner et al., 2016). Nevertheless, the term remained more or less unnoticed 

until 1996. In 1996, scholars and managers started to recognize the strategy and 

coopetition attained popularity in theory and practice after Brandenburger and Nalebuff 

published their seminal book “Co-opetition”. In this book, the authors explicated the 

concept of cooperating with competitors by suggesting that managers should overcome 

traditional competitive thinking by establishing cooperative partnerships with their rivals 

to mutually create value. 

When defining coopetition, several slightly different definitions can be found in existing 

research (Bengtsson et al., 2010), in particular, because researchers differ in their 

description of competitors. When taking on a broad view, competitors can be defined as 

actors who reduce the value of a focal firm’s products or services (Brandenburger & 

Nalebuff, 1996). For example, based on their value net framework, Brandenburger and 

Nalebuff (1996) describe coopetition as a cooperative-competitive relationship between 

suppliers, customers, complementors, or competitors. A somehow different, more narrow 

perspective is adopted when coopetition is defined as a competitive-cooperative 

relationship among direct competitors, which are firms operating in the same industry 

and offering the same product or service (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000).  

Moreover, coopetition is described to be non-dichotomist (Padula & Dagnino, 2007) and 

both cooperation and competition must be visibly practiced (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000). 

The cooperative ties are used to mutually create value with the coopetitors while 

competition is applied to capture value at the expense of the partner (Ritala & 

Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2009; Brandenburger & Nalebuff, 1996). Although coopetition 

can appear at different levels, including the individual (e.g., Enberg, 2012), team (e.g., 

Baruch & Lin, 2012), or network level (e.g., Mantena & Saha, 2012), it is primarily 

examined on the organisational level between organisations (e.g., Bouncken et al., 2016) 

or business units of an organisation (e.g., Tsai, 2002). Moreover, some scholars have 

pointed out the dynamic nature of coopetition (e.g., Hung & Chang, 2012) because goals, 

market conditions, and roles continuously change and evolve over time.  

Based on the definitional insights suggested in the literature, Bouncken et al. (2015a) 

(Publication 1 in this thesis) have presented the following integrative coopetition 

definition: “Coopetition is a strategic and dynamic process in which economic actors 
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jointly create value through cooperative interaction, while they simultaneously compete 

to capture part of that value”. By consolidating earlier described features of coopetition, 

and including the element of simultaneous cooperative and competitive ties, this 

definition advances previous definition efforts. It emphasises the strategic and dynamic 

nature of coopetition, incorporates the significance of cooperation and competition for 

creating as well as capturing value, and refers to actors instead of direct competitors, 

suppliers, etc., allowing for the existence of coopetition on different levels.  

2.2 Innovation 

The term “innovation” originates from the Latin word innovare which refers to making 

something new (Tidd et al., 2001). This idea of newness is central to all definitions of 

innovation in some way or the other. For instance, Thompson (1965) defined innovation 

as a set of activities that seek to explore and exploit business opportunities to generate, 

accept, and implement new ideas, processes, products, or services. Innovation as such 

influences firms’ management structures (Crossan & Apaydin, 2010) and represents the 

outcome of an efficient process of new product/service/process implementation within 

the firm (Schaper & Volery, 2004).  

Innovations can take on different forms and vary in complexity (Dibrell et al., 2008). 

They can range from minor, incremental changes to already existing products, services, 

and/or processes to the development of breakthrough products, process, and/or services 

(Dibrell et al., 2008). While incremental innovations may concern mere extensions of 

currently existing products, services, or processes (Dewar & Dutton, 1986), radical 

innovations are ground-breaking radically new to the market, require a large stock of new 

knowledge and/or technology and may lead to disruptive changes in the market (Yang et 

al., 2014; Bouncken & Kraus, 2013). 

The process of innovation is filled with costs, such as the necessary investments in 

relevant resources and capabilities, and risks (Kirzner, 1978) related to possible 

investment failure, imitation by competitors, or uncertain customer acceptance (Helpman, 

1993). Nevertheless, innovation is recognised as a primary strategic instrument to boost 

firms’ survival, profitability and growth potential because it represents a major source of 

competitive advantage (Classen et al., 2012).  

Given the importance of innovation, prior research has started to uncover what drives 

firms’ innovativeness (Hult et al., 2004). Prior research on the antecedents of 

innovativeness has often mobilised the RBV and DCV as theoretical foundations 

(Kyrgidou & Spyropoulou, 2013) to explain differences in performance achievements 

and competitive advantages among firms as a result of their ability to innovate which is 

said to be determined by their resource diversity (RBV) (Barney, 1991) as well as their 

skills and capabilities accumulated over time (DCV) (Teece et al., 1997). In doing so, this 

research stream seeks to describe how specific resources and capabilities may stimulate 

the firms’ ability to develop innovative products and/or services and lead to performance 

benefits and growth (Kyrgidou & Spyropoulou, 2013). 
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So far, it has been argued that many different resources and capabilities can directly 

influence firm level innovativeness (Rhee et al., 2010) including financial resources to be 

invested in R&D and innovation processes; a risk-taking ability and willingness with 

respect to the risk and uncertainty associated with innovation; a proactive attitude in 

anticipating upcoming changes, needs, and problems; a well-developed customer 

responsiveness, i.e. the ability to respond to customers’ preferences and needs (e.g., Covin 

et al., 2016; Pesämaa et al., 2013). Firms entrepreneurial, managerial, and technological 

capabilities (e.g., Kyrgidou & Spyropoulou, 2013) have also frequently been put forward 

as drivers of innovativeness. Entrepreneurial capabilities facilitate the development of the 

resource bases required for innovation as well as the recognition of innovative ideas 

(Kyrgidou & Spyropoulou, 2013); managerial capabilities can result in the identification 

and exploitation of market opportunities (Ucbasaran et al., 2008) and the creation of 

appropriate innovations to exploit these opportunities (Ardichvili et al., 2003); and 

technological capabilities allow firms to quickly adjust to the identified market 

opportunities (Walsh & Linton, 2002). In similar veins, firms’ market orientation, 

reflecting their market intelligence and responsiveness to market information, and 

entrepreneurial orientation, referring to their tendency to undertake entrepreneurial 

actions (Wiklund, 1998), are said to drive innovativeness (e.g., Pesämaa et al., 2013; 

Harms et al., 2010; Tajeddini, 2010; Hult et al., 2004).  

Additionally, learning and the accumulation of knowledge have been found to positively 

affect firms’ innovativeness (e.g., Parra‐Requena et al., 2015; Pesämaa et al., 2013; Rhee 

et al., 2010; Hult et al., 2004). The relevance of learning and knowledge stems from the 

fact that individual firms rarely possess all necessary resources and skills to innovate 

independently (Parra‐Requena et al., 2015) and they typically do not innovate in a 

complete vacuum (Freel, 2003). Rather, innovation and the firms’ innovation ability tend 

to be the result of a complex and cooperative interplay between different players (Eggers 

et al., 2014; Freel, 2003). Through external relationships in the form of, for instance, 

networks with suppliers or customers, knowledge flows between firms are developed 

which enable them to learn and accumulate significant complementary knowledge from 

external sources (Covin et al., 2016; Bouncken et al., 2015b; Parra‐Requena et al., 2015; 

Eggers et al., 2014) and to develop a diverse knowledge base which can influence their 

innovative propensity (Rodan & Galunic, 2004).  

Competitors represent a special and important source of external knowledge since they 

deal with similar interests and positions regarding markets and technologies (Kim & 

Parkhe, 2009; Luo et al., 2007) as well as customer needs and uncertainty situations. 

These akin conditions result in a comparable perception of future changes and facilitate 

bringing together required complementary resources and knowledge to fuel firm 

innovativeness and create innovations that are beneficial and profitable for all involved 

parties (Baumard, 2009). Higher and more diverse stocks of resources and knowledge 

may thus be the result of coopetitive exchange mechanisms, improving the firms’ 

effectiveness and efficiency (Chin et al., 2008) and leading to a win-win situation between 

coopetitors with improved innovativeness, firm performance, and competitiveness (Luo, 

2007; Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004).  
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2.3 Coopetition - Innovation Nexus 

2.3.1 Roles of coopetition for innovation 

Cooperation with competitors is of major importance when firms seek to advance their 

technological progress and innovative capabilities (Gnyawali & Park, 2011). Prior 

research has stressed the positive relationship between coopetition and innovation 

(Bouncken et al., 2016; Estrada et al., 2016; Ribeiro-Soriano et al., 2016; Ritala & 

Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2013) by highlighting the positive effect of coopetition on 

innovation (e.g., Bouncken & Kraus, 2013; Ritala, 2012).  

For instance, coopetition can have a positive impact on incremental and radical 

innovations (Le Roy et al., 2016; Ratzmann et al., 2016; Ritala & Hurmelinna-

Laukkanen, 2013; Bouncken & Fredrich, 2012). Differentiating between the different 

stages in incremental and radical innovation processes, Bouncken et al. (2017) have 

revealed that coopetition is beneficial for early and later stages of incremental innovation. 

Yet such benefits apply only to the less uncertain final stages of radical innovations. 

Additionally, coopetition can positively affect product and process innovation (Estrada et 

al., 2016; Pereira & Leitão, 2016; Tomlinson & Fai, 2013). Pereira and Leitão (2016), for 

example, have demonstrated that the development of product innovations is facilitated 

through the acquisition of external knowledge in high-tech and medium-low-tech 

manufacturing firms. This effect can be further promoted through coopetition, depending 

on the coopetitors’ ability to detect and assimilate external sources, formally known as 

“absorptive capacity”. Coopetition can also be beneficial for new product development 

and introductions (Bouncken et al., 2017; Wu, 2014) and the number of product lines 

(Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004). Moreover, research has emphasised that 

coopetition is an important strategy in knowledge- and innovation-intensive, dynamic and 

complex industries that are typically characterised by short product life-cycles, a need for 

high research and development (R&D) investments, a significance for technological 

standards, and the required convergence of various technologies (Bouncken et al., 2017; 

Gnyawali & Park, 2009). In such environments, coopetition has been proposed to 

facilitate access to crucial resources and capabilities (Carayannis & Alexander, 1999) and 

to overcome knowledge asymmetries regarding innovation (Enberg, 2012; Brolos, 2009).  

It is this exchange of resources, capabilities, and knowledge among coopetitors which is 

important for innovation (Estrada et al., 2016; Brolos, 2009) when firms face limitations 

in their internal stock of resources and knowledge that potentially impede their innovation 

power (Camison-Zornoza et al., 2004). Typically, despite its crucial relevance, 

knowledge is not shared equally among firms (Enberg, 2012) and the same holds true for 

resources and capabilities. Some firms possess resources, capabilities, and knowledge 

that others have not internalised and vice versa. Therefore, firms are rarely self-sufficient 

when innovating (Freel, 2003).  
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In fact, when cooperating, competitors have numerous opportunities to share, integrate, 

recombine, and create supplementary and complementary resources (Estrada et al., 2016) 

which can lead to synergies and innovative opportunities (Ricciardi et al., 2016; Nasr et 

al., 2015; Gnyawali & Park, 2009; Padula & Dagnino, 2007). Indeed, coopetitors can pool 

their R&D activities (Walley, 2007) and get access to the competitors’ resources and 

knowledge (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016; Enberg, 2012; Bengtsson & Kock, 2000) which can 

promote innovation (Czernek & Czakon, 2016; Estrada et al., 2016).  

However, coopetition is not only important to share and acquire resources and knowledge 

from the partner, but also to jointly develop new knowledge and resources based on 

mutual development (Ritala et al., 2014; Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004). 

In fact, coopeting partners can jointly create a common knowledge base using all partners’ 

experience and expertise (Ritala & Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2009). As a result, they can 

enlarge their technological diversity (Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004), 

improve their innovation capacity (Ritala, 2012; Bonel & Rocco, 2007), and expand 

knowledge generation and diffusion (Yami & Nemeh, 2014; Ritala & Hurmelinna-

Laukkanen, 2009). Additionally, competition among coopetitors drives them to create 

and introduce new products and/or services (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016) that they would 

not be able to develop without the coopetitor or only much later (Walley, 2007). Hence, 

when rivals cooperate in innovation processes, innovation is no longer just a firm-internal 

process (Lasagni, 2012); it becomes a complex, intertwined action between various 

individual parties that each contribute resources, capabilities, and knowledge to the final 

product and even jointly co-create new knowledge and technologies that can lead to 

technological breakthroughs and innovations (Ritala et al., 2014; Bougrain & Haudeville, 

2002).  

Despite the tempting advantages of coopetition in terms of the exchange of resources, 

capabilities, and knowledge as well as technology and innovation creation, firms need to 

consider specific risks and challenges, too  (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016), especially when it 

comes to coopetition focused on innovation activities. In fact, coopetition and the 

management of coopetitive ties is challenging (Gnyawali & Park, 2009), sometimes 

dangerous (Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2013), and filled with tensions (e.g., Le Roy & 

Czakon, 2016; Le Roy & Fernandez, 2015; Fernandez et al., 2014; Tidström, 2014) due 

to the numerous sources of risks and conflicts that stem from the complexity and 

interdependent nature of coopetition.  

For example, coopetition can lead to instability and a number of tensions “due to inherent 

contradictory and opposing forces” (Fernandez et al., 2014, p. 224) which is why 

coopetition is not always an easy and straight-forward task. In fact, coopetition is 

paradoxical in nature given the simultaneous existence of the two contradicting logics of 

interaction, cooperation and competition, in the same inter-firm relationship (e.g., 

Bengtsson et al., 2016; Tidström, 2014; Pellegrin-Boucher et al., 2013). This 

“simultaneity” is called the “crux” of coopetition as two contradictory yet interrelated 

forces are simoultaneously in place which make the relationship irrational, inconsistent 

and absurd (Bengtsson et al., 2016).  
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Existing research has identified diverse sources of tension in coopetition on different 

levels (e.g., Fernandez et al., 2014; Tidström, 2014). As such, tensions have been 

demonstrated at the (inter-) individual, (inter-/intra-) organisational, and project level 

(e.g., Fernandez & Chiambaretto, 2016; Fernandez et al., 2014; Raza-Ullah et al., 2014). 

Focusing on the inter-organisational level, since coopetition among competing SMEs 

represents the focal point of this thesis, a first tension lies in the difficulty to enable 

common value creation with a competitor while seeking to appropriate a maximum share 

of the jointly created value (Fernandez et al., 2014; Ritala & Tidström, 2014). Although 

cooperation offers resource- and knowledge-sharing possibilities among rivals and 

facilitates the creation of common benefits in the form of mutually developed and new 

technologies and innovations (Ritala et al., 2014; Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 

2004), competition implies that the cooperating competitors aim to outcompete each other 

by means of unique competitive advantages (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016). Therefore, after 

knowledge and technologies have been mutually developed, tensions can arise when 

coopetitors start to capture as much value as possible (Cassiman et al., 2009). Further 

inter-organisational tensions include the risk that coopeting competitors are able to 

imitate the focal firms technologies or the risk that technological and confidential 

knowledge and information may unintentionally leak from one firm to the other 

(Fernandez et al., 2014), which represent a severe loss of control over the innovative 

process (Ritala & Hurmelinna-Laukkanen, 2013).  

Additionally, coopetitors’ strategies and goals may be different when engaging in 

cooperation with competitors and they may have “hidden priorities” (Fernandez et al., 

2014, p. 223) as, for example, know-how imitation or competitor outlearning (Hamel, 

1991). Relatedly, coopetition comes with the risk of opportunism. In fact, pooling and 

sharing knowledge and resources can motivate coopetitors to develop an opportunistic 

mindset. As such, they either may use their power to force their coopeting partners to act 

in their best interest, or they may appropriate jointly developed knowledge and expertise 

for their advantage at the expense of the coopetitor (Bouncken & Kraus, 2013; Pellegrin-

Boucher et al., 2013).  

These tensions may suggest a negative role of coopetition for innovation as the difficulties 

to create and appropriate value, to avoid technology leakage and imitation, and to 

minimise opportunism can hamper the development of innovations (Cassiman et al., 

2009). Therefore, coopetition and its dynamics represent a particular vulnerability and 

firms must carefully balance knowledge sharing against knowledge protection (Pellegrin-

Boucher et al., 2013) and cooperation against competition since cooperation and 

competition co-exist in coopetitive relationships (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016). A pro-active 

management is needed to make sure “what to share, with whom, when and under which 

conditions” (Levy et al., 2003, p. 642). Firms need to decide on what to integrate and 

what to separate with respect to technologies, working procedures and organisational 

units (Burström, 2012). Burström (2012) calls this the “need for tuning” and Osarenkhoe 

(2010) warns that “adopting a coopetitive state of mind is not enough; it is important to 

manage this strategy”.  
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In summary, research has thus pointed out that coopetitors can benefit from both 

cooperation and competition (Le Roy & Czakon, 2016). However, the double-edged 

consequences of coopetition (Bouncken & Fredrich, 2012) especially in relation to 

innovation should not be neglected, as coopetition can lead to positive effects on the 

coopeting firms’ innovation, performance, and growth as well as negative consequences 

in the form of opportunism, tensions, and limitations.  

2.3.2 SMEs’ innovation challenges and the roles of coopetition 

In today’s intensifying economic environment, SMEs’ success depends highly on their 

engagement in innovation development (Madrid‐Guijarro et al., 2009). Through 

innovation, they may increase their productivity, growth, and survival potential (Cefis & 

Marsili, 2006; Heunks, 1998). However, innovation is especially difficult for SMEs 

(Morris et al., 2007) because they encounter specific challenges in the forms of external 

(external environment, uncertainty) and internal (resources, knowledge) factors that may 

hinder their innovation capability.  

First, SMEs are vulnerable since they are exposed to economic and demand fluctuations 

and uncertainties in the external environment. These conditions are particularly risky for 

these firms due to their lower market presence, the high speed of technological changes, 

rising R&D costs, associated risks, and competitive pressures (Gnyawali & Park, 2009; 

Morris et al., 2007).  

Second, SMEs typically experience a liability of smallness in terms of fewer capital and 

tax advantages, as well as propotionaly greater regulation costs (Aldrich & Auster, 1986). 

Furthermore, this liability is expressed by a limited base of resources and knowledge 

(Bengtsson & Johansson, 2014; Gnyawali & Park, 2009; Morris et al., 2007), impeding 

their innovation capability (Madrid‐Guijarro et al., 2009). Gaining access to financial 

resources in the form of debt financing, for instance, may be difficult for SMEs (Hewitt-

Dundas, 2006). Further, they face the problem of attracting, keeping, and training 

qualified personnel who can effectively implement innovation in the firms’ overall 

business strategies (Freel, 2000). Moreover, SME owners and managers tend to have 

limited external contacts, which can constrain their firms’ innovation power (Madrid‐
Guijarro et al., 2009). Relatedly, SMEs often do not possess a sufficiently large and 

diverse stock of complementary assets and knowledge (Gans & Stern, 2003) which is 

needed to develop and commercialize innovations (Leiponen & Helfat, 2010), resulting 

in a poor innovation performance (Rosenbusch et al., 2011).  

To surmount these challenges, SMEs can establish alliances with external partners 

(Flatten et al., 2011; Nieto & Santamaría, 2010; Baum et al., 2000). Through cooperation, 

SMEs complement their restrained resources and knowledge by gaining access to external 

actors’ knowledge and assets. Cooperating with external partners can help to limit SMEs’ 

liability of smallness as it facilitates access to diverse sources of resources and knowledge 

(Colombo et al., 2009). Indeed, SMEs cooperate with large suppliers and major customers 

(Smith et al., 1991), other SMEs in different geographical areas (Molina‐Morales & 
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Martínez‐Fernández, 2010), universities (Motohashi, 2005), and also with their 

competitors (Bengtsson & Johansson, 2014; Kock et al., 2010; Czakon, 2009).  

Cooperating with competitors has some crucial advantages over traditional strategic 

alliances with customers or suppliers. In fact, scholars have suggested that SMEs should 

engage in coopetition (Bouncken & Kraus, 2013; Levy et al., 2003) to fuse the benefits 

of simultaneous cooperation and competition (Bengtsson & Kock, 2000). Some general 

advantages for SMEs resulting from of coopetitive relationships include the ability to 

create synergies, to decrease uncertainty and costs, to improve economies of scales 

(Gnyawali & Park, 2009) and to improve financial performance (Levy et al., 2003). 

Further, coopeting SMEs are able to generate joint profits, develop an ability to mutually 

overcome industry pressure (Gnyawali & Park, 2009), and increase legitimacy in the 

market (Bengtsson & Johansson, 2014). Focusing on internationalisation efforts, 

coopetition can create additional international opportunities for SMEs (Kock et al., 2010). 

As such, coopetition represents a means of increasing SMEs’ survival potential 

(Tidström, 2009) because they can compete more effectively against large competitors 

(Gnyawali & Park, 2009).  

Moreover, coopetition comes with potential advantages for SMEs’ technological progress 

and innovation capability that can help them to conquer innovation challenges. Typically, 

SMEs struggle to develop technologies or major innovations on their own, because of the 

high associated costs, risks, and uncertainties (Gnyawali & Park, 2009). In this situation, 

coopetition may be important because it enables competitors to pool existing, critical, and 

complementary resources and capabilities to mutually create new resources and 

capabilities, as well as to share the risks and costs associated with R&D, an speed up and 

foster innovation (Gnyawali & Park, 2009; Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 

2004). Coopetition can have a positive impact on SMEs’ innovation capacity, including 

the development of product lines and diverse technological innovations (Gnyawali & 

Park, 2009; Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004). Therefore, coopetition may 

be a key compensating strategy for SMEs suffering from liabilities of smallness in the 

form of resource and knowledge shortages (Lechner & Dowling, 2003).  

Coopetition entails not only potential benefits but also risks for participating 

organisations as outlined in the previous section. Given the SMEs’ small, resource- and 

knowledge-constrained nature, however, the disadvantages related to coopetition in the 

form of coopetitive tensions can have more severe implications for them than for large, 

established firms. The danger of coopetition for SMEs can derive from power 

asymmetries that occur when SMEs partner with larger rivals (Bengtsson & Johansson, 

2014). As a result of power asymmetries, a stronger coopetitor may use its power 

advantage to act opportunistically and force the weaker and smaller partner to accept 

conditions that are primarily in the economic benefit of the stronger party (Gulati & Sytch, 

2007). Further, resources like technological know-how or intellectual property can be lost 

easily to a stronger partner (Bengtsson & Johansson, 2014; Fernandez et al., 2014) if no 

protection mechanisms are in place, because small firms are often unable to defend 



2.3 Coopetition - Innovation Nexus  39 

themselves against attacks after coopetitive ties have been established (Katila et al., 

2008).  

For SMEs, it may be more important to protect their core technologies and knowledge 

from unintentional leakages to their (larger) rivals as their long-term survival typically 

depends on their technologies and innovations. As such, coopetition may play a negative 

role for innovativeness and competitiveness when SMEs’ coopetitors are able to 

appropriate or imitate their core knowledge, know-how, or technologies. Additionally, 

SMEs are confronted with the threat of losing control, flexibility and freedom, becoming 

increasingly dependent on the larger rival (Gnyawali & Park, 2009).   

2.3.3 Young SMEs’ innovation challenges and the roles of coopetition 

Young SMEs represent a special organisational form of SMEs that experience an 

additional liability to the liability of smallness given their small size and young age 

(Morris et al., 2007). The so-called liability of newness is associated with a greater risk 

of failure which stems from the young firms’ lack of legitimacy in the market, their less 

stable internal structures that enable the collaboration of strangers, and their inability to 

compete effectively against older, more established firms (Aldrich & Auster, 1986; 

Stinchcombe, 1965). Additionally, owners and managers of new market entrants are 

likely to be unfamiliar and inexperienced with their roles (Carayannopoulos, 2009; Morris 

et al., 2007) and the firms lack established effective and stable work routines, roles, and 

relationships (Baum et al., 2000) with internal and external stakeholders 

(Carayannopoulos, 2009; Freeman & Engel, 2007).  

This liability of newness is further associated with young SMEs’ difficulty in attracting a 

sufficiently large range of (financial, human and social) resources right from the 

foundation of the firm. Since young firms tend to lack extended track records with 

customers and suppliers (Baum et al., 2000), they are rather unattractive to external 

investors, especially in their very early stages of business operations (Connelly et al., 

2011). For example, young SMEs usually start operations with few funds and lacking 

reputation among customers and suppliers. Research has shown that 81% of the Inc. 500 

founders created their firms using their personal savings, money from their families and 

friends, bank loans, mortgages, or credit cards (Bhidé, 2003). However, access to these 

missing resources is necessary for their future growth (Teece, 1986). Consequently, 

young SMEs may be constrained in their capabilities to exploit existing knowledge and 

entrepreneurial opportunities on their own, to engage in innovation development, and to 

invest sufficient resources in R&D processes.  

Hence, to ensure immediate and continuous access to external, complementary resources 

and knowledge to counteract potentially negative implications of their liabilities, founders 

of young SMEs often engage in collective and collaborative actions with different 

stakeholders (Franco & Haase, 2013). The special implications of cooperation with 

competitors are not limited to SMEs but can be of major importance in the early, start-up 
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stages of SMEs, too. In fact, the combination of the liability of smallness and liability of 

newness give young firms a particularly strong incentive to engage in coopetition.  

Through cooperative ties with competitors, young SMEs can enter markets and develop 

scale economies that they would not have been able to enter or develop alone (Morris et 

al., 2007). Furthermore, these firms can gain access to critical, complementary, but not 

yet internalised resources and knowledge (Lechner et al., 2016; Morris et al., 2007; 

Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004) engage in mutual R&D activities (Afuah, 

2000) and develop and apply previously unavailable technologies (Morris et al., 2007) 

that may result in major innovations.  

Furthermore, young SMEs can share risks and costs with their partners (Gnyawali & Park, 

2009; Morris et al., 2007). The risk and cost reduction possibilities may be particularly 

important for young and small organisations, given their high risk of failure deriving from 

their restrained financial and human resources (Stinchcombe, 1965). As such, coopetition 

with larger, older, and more experienced but competing firms may help young firms to 

sell their products faster, achieve more stable sales, and free up time for other important 

business activities (Lechner et al., 2016; Weiblen & Chesbrough, 2015; Lechner & 

Dowling, 2003). Moreover, these collaborations improve the young SMEs’ social capital 

through which they can benefit from knowledge and information exchanges and learn 

about relevant organisational processes (Lechner et al., 2016).  

Additionally, coopetition between young SMEs and corporations can benefit both the 

young and emerging SMEs and the larger, older, more established corporation. Each party 

has something that the other is looking for (Freeman & Engel, 2007; Weiblen & 

Chesbrough, 2015). One the one hand, young SMEs possess innovative ideas, the 

willingness to take risks, and high growth aspirations. Further, they may have specialist 

knowledge and tend to be more flexible and faster in exploring new technologies or 

creative business models than large firms (Hogenhuis et al., 2016). Stemming from these 

characteristics, competing young and small firms are attractive partners to larger firms 

who seek to increase their innovation processes and outputs and access new technologies 

and ideas (Marion & Friar, 2012). More established corporations, on the other hand, have 

far-reaching stocks of resources, routines, and experiences (Weiblen & Chesbrough, 

2015), that can be of particular interest to young and resource-constrained firms.  

Cooperation with larger, older rivals, however, can be a risky endeavour for young SMEs 

(Lechner et al., 2016; Soppe et al., 2014) as they face the risk of being taken over or 

imitated by their cooperation partners. In fact, young firms are particularly vulnerable 

when they are cooperating with larger, more established competitors (Lechner et al., 

2016; Chung, 2012) due to their lack of negotiation power and necessary resources to 

manage business dynamics effectively (De Rond & Bouchikhi, 2004). Further, young and 

small firms run the danger of becoming (too) dependent on the larger partner or losing 

control over their relevant resources and knowledge. This may hamper their survival 

prospects (Ketchen et al., 2007). Only when the tension between the need for external 

assets and the risk of being taken over by “corporate sharks” (Katila et al., 2008, p. 295) 
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is balanced carefully, can inter-firm partnerships with competitors be exeptionally 

valuable due to the shared business context and challenges and relevant and 

complementary resources and capabilities (Soppe et al., 2014). 

2.3.4 Family SMEs’ innovation challenges and the roles of coopetition 

Family firms are “governed and/or managed with the intention to shape and pursue the 

vision of the business held by a dominant coalition controlled by members of the same 

family or a small number of families in a manner that is potentially sustainable across 

generations of the family or families” (Chua et al., 1999 p. 25). Being family firms, family 

SMEs, as second studied sub-group of SMEs, possess an additional characteristic that 

may determine their innovation behaviour: the influence of the family in ownership, 

management, and governance.  

In fact, studies have revealed that families’ participation in ownership, management, and 

governance - family firms’ main distinguishing characteristic - affects firms’ distinctive 

goals, strategies, performance outcomes (Dyer, 2006), and innovation (Chrisman et al., 

2015). Usually, family members pursue both economic (Chrisman & Patel, 2012) and 

socioemotional, non-economic wealth (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007), which includes the 

owning family’s intent to (1) exert influence on the firm, (2) maintain a strong family 

identity with the firm, (3) preserve clan membership within the firm, (4) retain emotional 

attachment, and (5) ensure intra-family succession (Berrone et al., 2012, 2010). These 

economic and non-economic objectives are not always aligned. Often, family members 

emphasise their non-economic intentions and are willing to sacrifice economic gains 

(Chrisman & Patel, 2012) to preserve their levels of non-economic SEW (Kammerlander 

& Ganter, 2015) as their primary reference point. This is not an eventual economic gain, 

but the risk of a potential loss of SEW (Cesinger et al., 2016; Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007).  

In family SMEs, the impact of family involvement on strategic decisions may be even 

more significant than in their larger counterparts. In larger family firms, the distance 

between family members and the business may grow (Chrisman et al., 2012). Therefore, 

decision-making may be, at least partly, determined by professional, possibly non-family 

managers and more independent boards of directors and ownership may be dispersed 

among a wider range of owners. In family SMEs, however, the dominant family and its 

members enjoy greater authority, control, and autonomy in their decision-making due to 

the concentration of ownership and management that allows them to impose their own 

objectives upon the firm and its’ strategic behaviour (Miller et al., 2008). This strong 

influence of active family members may determine family SMEs’ strategic decisions.   

Despite family SMEs’ omnipresence, they have almost been entirely neglected in prior 

coopetition research (Gast et al., 2015). Given this lack of research, insights on 

coopetition in SMEs may represent a valuable building block for exploring coopetition in 

the particular context family SMEs. Similar to SMEs, family SMEs suffer from shortages 

of resources, knowledge, and technologies that constrain internal product development 

and innovation (Kim & Vonortas, 2014; Sirmon & Hitt, 2003). As an example, family 
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SMEs have a higher likelihood to invest in innovation, but they do so less intensively than 

their non-family counterparts (Classen et al., 2014).  

Compared to non-family SMEs, this restriction in resources and knowledge, however, is 

coupled with specific family firm characteristics that stem from family ownership and 

control (Chrisman et al., 2012) and may determine their resources and strategies. In fact, 

family members’ intention to maintain the status quo of their SEW can have a significant 

effect on innovation (Li & Daspit, 2016). Either the desire to transfer SEW and the firms 

across generations induces a conservative, risk-averse innovation strategy in which the 

risk of losing wealth or control is minimised; or, families engage in risk-seeking activities, 

such as innovation, to generate more wealth and increase the firms’ ability to survive in 

the long-run. Hence, family SMEs and their managers are in need of effective strategic 

instruments that promote innovation given their limitations in resources and the possibly 

negative effect of family members’ SEW goals. 

Thus, when exploring firms’ strategies, scholars have argued that family SMEs exhibit 

different behavioural patterns compared to their non-family counterparts (Chrisman et al., 

2016). Given the family members’ involvement in the firm, their preferences in terms of 

economic and SEW goals determine the firms’ strategies. While the impact of the 

families’ SEW preferences has already been shown to influence innovation decisions, 

research is lacking that explores the potential influence of family members in terms of 

their SEW goals on coopetition in family SMEs.   

This is rather remarkable since, in addition to their internal resource constraints, various 

reasons insinuate why family firms and family SMEs seek connections with external 

parties (Miller et al., 2008) through business networks, alliances or inter-firm 

collaboration (Courrent & Gundolf, 2009). These reasons include challenges related to 

environmental changes and the family SMEs’ vulnerability given their autonomous, 

family-oriented standing (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007). Further, they have difficulties in 

gaining market power equal to non-family firms or in establishing or expanding their 

market position on their own (Niemelä, 2004; Baum et al., 2000). Accordingly, they 

engage in cooperation with external partners to gain access new skills, tacit knowledge, 

and information, as well as to develop new capabilities, enhance core competencies, and 

mitigate risks and uncertainties (Spriggs et al., 2013) and to improve growth and 

prosperity (Street & Cameron, 2007).  

Facing such situations, family SMEs are expected to look for creative, innovative ways 

to enrich their insufficient resources and knowledge and reduce their liabilities. Strategic 

alliances with external partners can represent a possibility to gain access to missing 

resources and knowledge. Empirical findings on family SMEs’ engagement in external 

collaborations, however, are rather ambiguous. On the one hand, family SMEs have a 

lower search breadth, i.e. narrower external sources, to rely on to gain access to resources 

for innovation, than non-family SMEs (Classen et al., 2012). On the other hand, they rely 

on a relatively high number of external collaborations for innovations (De Massis et al., 
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2015). As such, family SMEs represent an interesting context to explore coopetition and 

its role for innovation in more detail.  

2.4  Positioning of the Thesis 

This thesis is mainly positioned in the academic field of coopetition research as presented 

in Figure 1. In particular, the thesis seeks to explore how coopetition can boost innovation 

in SMEs, including young SMEs and family SMEs (main research question).  

The need for a detailed synthesis of existing coopetition research directs the sub-question 

underlying Publications 1 and 2; these contributions present, analyse and interpret the 

state-of-the-art coopetition research. The identified research gaps concerning the limited 

analysis of different SME types are addressed in the next publications. While Publication 

3 analyses SMEs in general, Publication 4 focuses on young SMEs and corporations. To 

understand the relationship between coopetition and innovation in family SMEs, 

Publications 5 summarises prior family firm innovation research. As such, this 

publication sets the stage for the following examination of the role of coopetition for 

innovation in family SMEs by providing an overview of the state-of-the-art family firm 

innovation research. The intersection between family firm research and coopetition 

research represents the guiding theoretical background for Publication 6 in which 

coopetition among family SMEs is examined in an innovation-intensive industry.  
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Figure 1. Positioning of the individual publications* 
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* Percentages as indicators of the relative importance of different research streams in coopetition research 
based on the insights obtained through the systematic literature review presented in Publication 1.  
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3 Methods 

This thesis includes six individual publications, each focusing on a sub-question related 

to the topic under scrutiny. This chapter presents the methodological approach taken in 

the thesis and the publications. In particular, the research design strategy and the 

methodological choices, data collection, and data analysis for each publication, as well as 

the overall quality of the research are discussed. 

3.1 Research Design Strategy 

This thesis aims to shed light on the effect of coopetition on innovation in SMEs, 

including the typical two sub-groups of young SMEs and family SMEs. It is worth noting 

that the thesis is comprised of conceptual and empirical publications to accommodate the 

multi-faceted character of coopetition and innovation, and to provide a comprehensive 

picture on the role of coopetition for innovation. This multi-method research design 

implies that different scientific methods are applied in the individual publications.  

This thesis develops a literature foundation of existing coopetition research with a general 

review of the relevant literature base on coopetition and a fine-grained overview of prior 

research efforts and remaining open questions. Therefore, Publication 1 reveals the 

insights gained from a systematic literature review, while Publication 2 presents the first 

meta-analysis in this field. These publications lay the groundwork for the further 

empirical inquiry of the link between coopetition and innovation in SMEs.  

In an attempt to better understand the roles of coopetition for innovation in different 

resource-constrained SMEs, Publication 3 examines coopetition as innovative strategy in 

French SMEs by means of a longitudinal case study. Publication 4 focuses on the nature 

of coopetition among young SMEs and larger, older, established corporations using a 

multiple case study of Austrian firms.  

As the next set of publications focuses on family SMEs, Publication 5 serves as 

introduction to the specificities of family firm innovation. This work combines a citation 

analysis with a systematic literature review to compare past and present research, and 

identify research gaps in the current literature in this field. Then, to explore how family 

SMEs can boost innovation through coopetition, Publication 6 presents a single 

qualitative case study of a German IT business network of coopeting family SMEs.  

Given the compound nature of coopetition and its nascent theoretical understanding, this 

thesis is exploratory in nature as it seeks to increase the present knowledge on coopetition 

(Creswell, 2014) which is a topic that lacks a well-structured theoretical base. As such, 

this thesis applies a qualitative research approach to contribute to theory-building within 

this field (Eisenhardt, 1989). Qualitative research refers to a set of different research 

approaches which seek to develop a holistic, complex, and detailed understanding of a 

specific issue (Creswell, 2007).  
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This thesis uses three different case study methods, namely longitudinal, multiple, single 

case studies, to present an in-depth investigation of coopetition in different SME settings. 

The longitudinal case study method seemed particularly suited for Publication 3 since 

coopetition is a complex and dynamic strategy and the sequence of the events of the 

analysed partnership was important (Yin, 2009; Eisenhardt, 1989; Bresser & Harl, 1986). 

Additionally, this approach facilitated the investigation and interpretation of the 

development of coopetition over time (McLeod & Thomson, 2012). The multiple case 

study method was chosen for Publication 4 as it is especially helpful for theory-building. 

By providing the analysis of coopetition across different entities (Yin, 2009), i.e. young 

SMEs in Publication 4, cross-case analyses were possible which supported the further 

development of the particular research field (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). In 

Publication 6, the single case study method enabled a deep analysis of coopetition in 

family SMEs (Yin, 2009). This method was chosen since coopetition in family-owned 

organisations including family SMEs represents a topic which has received minor 

research attention so far and the existence of coopetitive ties among family SMEs still 

requires a thorough examination. As a result of the single case study in Publication 6, the 

nature of coopetition in this specific context was examined in-depth (Siggelkow, 2007).  

At this point, it should be noted that different industry settings were analysed in these 

three empirical studies, including the wine sector in Publication 3, innovative industries 

in Publication 4, in particular, ISIC sections C (manufacturing) and J (information and 

communication), as well as the IT industry in Publication 6. The international wine 

industry has undergone a crisis of massive overproduction and increased international 

competition from the 1990s onwards, leading to the emergence of large industry players 

(Anderson, 2004). This development as well as the structural lack of resources drove 

smaller players, in particular SMEs, into coopetition (Dana et al., 2013). Therefore, the 

setting of the French wine sector allowed to analyse how coopetition was initiated due to 

external factors, i.e. the turbulent and dynamic environment in the wine industry, as well 

as resource- and knowledge-shortages, and how coopetition then enabled the coopeting 

SMEs to survive in the long-run. Publications 4 and 6 have in common that they focus on 

knowledge- and innovation-intensive industries. Because innovation plays a crucial role 

for the firms’ long-term survival in these complex and dynamic sectors, resource- and 

knowledge-sharing mechanisms facilitated through coopetition are particularly relevant 

(Gnyawali & Park, 2009; Carayannis & Alexander, 1999). Therefore, these industries 

represent a well-suited context to explore the roles of coopetition for innovation.   

This combination of three case study methods applied in different industries results in a 

comprehensive qualitative assessment of the roles of coopetition for innovation in 

different SME contexts, including the two sub-groups young SMEs and family SMEs. 

However, limitations in terms of generalisability should be taken into consideration when 

interpreting the findings and applying the implications to other contexts. The associated 

limitations are outlined in detail in the final chapter.  

The sub-questions, methodological choices, and data sets of each publication are 

summarised in Table 3 and described in detail in the subsequent sub-sections.  
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Table 3. Overview of the thesis in terms of research methods 

Part I: Thesis overview 

Main research question 
How can coopetition benefit innovation in SMEs? 

Part II: Publications 

Introduction to coopetition 

Sub-question 1 
What is the current state-of-the-art research on coopetition?  

Where can research go from here? 

Publication 1 

Coopetition: A Systematic Review, Synthesis, and 
Future Research Directions 

Method 

Systematic literature review 
Data 

Existing coopetition research 

Publication 2 

Lifting the Veil: Early Effects on Antecedents and 
Consequences of Coopetition from a Meta-analysis 

Method 

Meta-analysis 
Data 

Existing empirical coopetition research 

Roles of coopetition for innovation in SMEs 

Sub-question 2 
What roles does coopetition play for innovation in SMEs? 

Publication 3 

Organisational Innovation and Coopetition between SMEs: A Tertius Strategies Approach 
Method 

Qualitative single case study 
Data 

Interviews with 16 industry key players & 45 managers, secondary data 

Young SMEs Family SMEs 

Sub-question 3 
What roles does coopetition play for innovation in 

young SMEs? 

Sub-question 4a 
What is the current state-of-the-art research on 

innovation in family firms? 
Where can research go from here? 

Publication 4 

David and Goliath: Causes and Effects of 
Coopetition between Start-ups and Corporates 

Method 

Qualitative multiple case study 
Data 

Interviews with 35 start-ups & 35 corporations, 
secondary data 

Publication 5 

Innovation in Family Firms: Examining the 
Inventory and Mapping the Path 

Method 

Bibliometric citation analysis 
Systematic literature review 

Data 

Existing family firm innovation research 

 Sub-question 4b 
What roles does coopetition play for innovation in 

family SMEs? 

 Publication 6 

Coopetition of Small- and Medium-Sized Family 
Enterprises: Insights from an IT Business Network 

Method 

Qualitative single case study 
Data 

Interviews with 11 CEOs, secondary data 
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3.2 Method Description, Data Collection, and Analysis  

This section reveals the methodological choices, data collection, and analyses for the 

publications included in this thesis. With careful consideration, all publications used 

different scientific approaches (and combinations of approaches) to meet each 

publication’s individual research objectives.  

The section starts first by presenting the methods which have been applied to analyse the 

existing coopetition literature in Publications 1 and 2 (systematic literature review, meta-

analysis respectively) as well as prior family firm innovation research in Publication 5 

(systematic literature review and bibliometric citation analysis). It then continues with the 

explanation of the case study research conducted in Publications 3, 4, and 6.  

3.2.1 Systematic literature review 

Method description 

A literature review represents a crucial stage in any research process; it analyses the 

foundations of an individual research stream, portrays the literature bases’ strengths and 

weaknesses, generates valuable insights, and even identifies future research opportunities 

(Onwuegbuzie et al., 2010). Following recent calls for a strengthened methodological 

rigor of management literature reviews (e.g., Thorpe et al., 2005) and consolidating the 

research across the domains, the literature reviews in this thesis are systematic, evidence-

informed literature reviews (Tranfield et al., 2003). This implies a well-documented, 

replicable and transparent search procedure that improves the quality of the review 

process and the outcome. This method has frequently been applied in recent 

business/management research (e.g., Werner et al., 2014; Cesinger et al., 2012).  

Publications 1 and 5 present systematic literature reviews. Publication 1 pictures a fine-

grained synthesis of existing coopetition literature and contributes to the insights of 

different systematic literature reviews which have been published in the field of 

coopetition so far (e.g., Bengtsson & Raza-Ullah, 2016; Dorn et al., 2016; Bengtsson & 

Kock, 2014; Czakon et al., 2014). Czakon et al. (2014) have proposed the insights from 

coopetition studies related to business and strategy and have analysed a sample of 82 

articles along the following lines: origin, features and definitions of coopetition, applied 

theoretical lenses, and empirical research foci. Bengtsson & Kock (2014) have 

summarised coopetition literature published between 1994 and 2012. By demonstrating 

a synthesis of the existing understanding of coopetition as a concept and the previously 

applied research streams and approaches, the authors have developed five questions for 

future research on coopetition. Bengtsson & Raza-Ullah (2016) have studied 142 journal 

articles published between 1996 and 2014 and have suggested a framework by integrating 

prior knowledge on coopetition drivers, processes, and outcomes. Dorn et al. (2016) have 

concentrated on coopetition research from 1992 to 2014 and have reviewed the literature 

according to the phases of initiation, managing and shaping, and evaluation.  
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Given these previous systematic review of coopetition research, Publication 1 explicitly 

analyses coopetition along the lines “scope and development of coopetition research”,   

“coopetition as a strategy” and “management of coopetition” to lay out prior knowledge 

on coopetition as a strategy for, among others, innovation processes and the 

understanding of the challenging nature of coopetition management.   

In addition, Publication 5 examines the present state-of-the-art literature on innovation in 

family firms. Since family-owned organisations are said to innovate differently, 

Publication 5 provides a foundation for the further examination of the roles of coopetition 

for innovation in the particular context of family SMEs. 

In doing so, both publications provide a groundwork for the empirical contributions by 

examining the existing research inventory on coopetition and family firm innovation in a 

structured way.   

Data collection and analysis: Publication 1 

Figure 2 displays the process of identifying publications on coopetition in peer-reviewed 

academic business and management journals, excluding books, book chapters, discussion 

papers, and non-refereed publications (Ordanini et al., 2008). First, a sample of 139 

publications was identified. Based on a quality threshold, only articles that were published 

in academic journals ranked at least at a “C” level or higher in at least one of the three top 

journal rankings were included (see Table 4). After this restriction, a final sample of 82 

high-quality scholarly articles was reached. 

Table 4. Conversion table of leading academic journal rankings 

VHB Jourqual ABS JCR Impact Factor 

A+ 4* ≥3 

A 4* ≥2 

B 3* ≥1.5 

C 2* ≥0.7 

D 1* ≥0 
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Figure 2. Systematic research approach Publication 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data collection and analysis: Publication 5 

The systematic literature review on family firm innovation, presented in Publication 5, 

was based on a large sample of scientific peer-reviewed journal articles. Figure 3 depicts 

the process of identifying peer-reviewed academic publications. The full sample of 67 

articles was extensively reviewed by all co-authors, whereby the contents (author names, 

publication year, publication title, journal, reference type, study subjects and research 

findings) of the identified publications were analysed and the individual evaluations 

transcribed into an Excel spreadsheet. These assessments were compared and discussed 

until topic clusters were identified, with the agreement of all co-authors. 

  

Electronic literature search 

Databases 

ABI Inform/ProQuest, EBSCOhost/Business Source Premier, ingentaconnect, JSTOR, MENDELEY, 

ScienceDirect, Scopus, SpringerLink, Web of Science, Google Scholar 

 

Selection criteria 

Keywords: “co-opet*” and “coopet*” in titles & abstracts 
Peer-reviewed articles in business and management journals 

Published until 2014 

139 publications 

82 publications 

Application of quality threshold 

Individual assessment and in-depth review by a team of four researchers 
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Figure 3. Systematic research approach Publication 5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2.2 Meta-analysis 

Method description 

A meta-analysis is a “statistical analysis of a large collection of analysis results from 

individual studies for the purpose of integrating the findings” (Glass, 1976, p. 3). This 

analysis represents the attempt to synthesise and systematically combine data from 

multiple investigations to overcome individual studies’ limits of size or scope, seeking to 

identify more reliable effects (Berman & Parker, 2002). A meta-analysis is appropriate 

when prior empirical findings in a research domain tend to be conflicting or ambiguous, 

or when different theory-based perspectives exist in the literature (Rosenbusch et al., 

2011).  

Publication 2 presents the insights from the first meta-analysis on coopetition and its 

antecedents and consequences.  

Data collection and analysis 

To identify coopetition research for the meta-analysis, a keyword search was performed 

as presented in Figure 4. Six electronic databases were scanned for academic business 

and management articles, omitting books and book chapters (Ordanini et al., 2008). This 

search resulted in a collection of 342 contributions, including nine book reviews, five 

mixed methods, 95 conceptual, 104 qualitative, and 121 quantitative studies. The 

remaining eight articles were not available as full papers.  

Two authors (the author of this dissertation as well as one co-author of the publication) 

independently assessed the 121 quantitative studies with respect to the scope of this 

Electronic literature search 

Databases 

ABI Inform/ProQuest, EBSCOhost/Business Source Premier, ingentaconnect, JSTOR, MENDELEY, 

ScienceDirect, Scopus, SpringerLink, Web of Science, Emerald, Google Scholar 

 

Selection criteria 

Keywords: “famil*” with “business*”, “enterprise*”, “firm*” and “innovat*”  

in title, abstract & keywords  

Publications included that did not specifically have “innovation” in title but were  

used in key publications  

Peer-reviewed articles in business and management journals 

Published until March 2014 

 

67 publications 
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research. In total, 42 articles presented sufficiently detailed information to be included in 

the meta-analysis. The two authors coded sequentially basic and coopetition-specific 

categories, effect sizes, and several measures to ensure the objectivity of the coding 

procedure. All discrepancies in the coding were resolved by discussion. Since the vast 

majority of the identified effect sizes were correlations, the 579 usable effect sizes, which 

represented a cumulative sample of 337,623 respondents (325,073 firm representatives) 

were treated as correlations (following Hunter & Schmidt, 2004). When target studies did 

not include a correlation matrix of all (latent) variables, the respective author(s) were 

contacted. If correlations could still not be retrieved after contacting the author(s), the 

standardised beta coefficients were used as proxies, applying the correction proposed by 

Peterson & Brown (2005), or the effect was omitted. Only 14.5 percent (n=84) of the 

present effect sizes had to be extracted applying this method.  

The sample included studies published between 2002 and 2017. Since coopetition 

literature is growing but still emerging, no complex approaches to meta-analysis requiring 

substantial numbers of effects were possible. Therefore, the simple approach of Hunter 

& Schmidt (2004) was applied while three main additions were implemented. First, as 

most of the variables are latent variables, the reliability coefficient, Cronbach’s alpha, 

was coded and the attenuation was corrected by measurement error in effect sizes. 

Second, the file drawer approach, presented by Rosenthal (1979), was used to provide an 

estimate of stability. Third, the more robust confidence intervals, instead of p-values, 

were applied to assess the effect sizes’ significance (Cumming, 2013).  

Figure 4. Systematic research approach Publication 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Electronic literature search 

Databases 

ABI Inform/ProQuest, EBSCOhost/Business Source Premier, EconLit, ScienceDirect,  

Web of Science, and Wiley 

 

Selection criteria 

Keywords: “co-opet*” and “coopet*” in titles  
Articles in the domain of business and management research 

Published (online) until December 2016 

 

42 quantitative publications 
with sufficiently detailed 

information  
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3.2.3 Bibliometric citation analysis 

Method description 

The starting point of citation analysis techniques dates back to 1961 when the Science 

Citation Index was introduced and citation analysis has become a widely-applied method 

(MacRoberts & MacRoberts, 1989). This quantitative-oriented bibliographic approach 

seeks to provide insights into the historical development of scientific fields (Prévot et al., 

2010) and is based upon two key assumptions: citations (1) are an effective and reliable 

indication of scientific interaction between studies, (2) make conceptual linkages of 

scientific ideas visible (Garfield, 1979). This analysis identifies the most influential 

contributions based on citations’ frequency, which serves as an indicator of significance 

and qualitative value (Moed, 2005). Frequently cited publications represent a major 

groundwork for research (Yue & Wilson, 2004) as they reveal important scientific 

insights.  

Although the citation analysis method sparked academic attention in the English-

language realm (Roth & Gmür, 2006), such analyses are still rare in business and 

management studies. Research topics that have already been explored using this method 

include management (Gundolf & Filser, 2013), marketing (Hubbard et al., 2010), or 

entrepreneurship (Dos Santos et al., 2011).  

Publication 5 uses a bibliometric citation analysis combined with a systematic literature 

review to identify past research on family firm innovation. In doing so, the evolution path 

and scientific foundation of research in this field are portrayed.  

Data collection and analysis: Publication 5 

The bibliometric citation analysis required a comprehensive literature search and was 

based on the same sample of scientific peer-reviewed journal articles as the systematic 

literature review. Both research methods were combined to show the bigger picture of 

past and present research in this field. Figure 3 depicts the process of identifying peer-

reviewed academic publications as the basis for both the citation analysis and systematic 

literature review in Publication 5. After this search process, all identified publications 

were manually checked for relevance based on research focus, findings, and link to the 

particular topic. The final dataset included 67 publications and 4,421 citations. 

The network analysis software Touchgraph was utilised to perform the analysis and 

identify the 20 most frequently cited publications and authors, the number of citations, 

and the most cited journals. A focus on the top 20 most cited publications was chosen as 

it allows for clarity, compactness, and overall practicality. To identify topical clusters, 

each of the top 20 most frequently cited publications was scanned multiple times with 

respect to study subject, research questions, and main findings of each author to find 

contextual similarities and differences and to assign it to a cluster. In the end, the authors’ 

individual examinations were compared, and after debating the differences, a consensus 

was reached on the contents of each cluster based on majority voting.  
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3.2.4 Case study research 

Method description 

Qualitative case study research is a widely accepted approach (Eisenhardt, 1989) for 

building new theory and exploring novel phenomena (Yin, 2009). This method enables 

researchers to gain an in-depth understanding of a particular phenomenon by looking at 

it in detail in a constrained context (Yin, 2009). Because it represents a “strategy that 

focuses on understanding the dynamics present in a single environment” (Eisenhardt, 

1989, p. 534), researchers acquire insights into the dynamics present within various 

different groups of people, organisation(s) or process(es), which then can be predicted, 

evaluated, and understood (Woodside, 2010).  

Publication 3 presents a longitudinal case study of coopetition in the French wine sector. 

Since coopetition is a complex and dynamic strategy and the sequence of the events of 

the analysed partnership was important, the longitudinal case study method seemed 

particularly suited (Yin, 2009; Eisenhardt, 1989; Bresser & Harl, 1986) as it enables to 

investigate and interpret change over time (McLeod & Thomson, 2012). Publication 4 

applies the multiple case study approach to further develop the knowledge on coopetition 

between young SMEs and larger, older, more established corporations in Austria. 

Publication 6 uses the single case study method to advance the present understanding of 

coopetition by exploring its application in family SMEs operating in the innovation-

intensive German IT industry.  

Data collection and analysis: Publication 3 

Following earlier research applying longitudinal case studies (e.g., MacKay & Chia, 

2012), primary data was collected over time using semi-structured interviews, while 

secondary data in the form of archived documents, the decree of production, the status of 

the association, as well as press articles was compiled to supplement the data. In the first 

round of data collection, 16 key players (experts, professionals, union members) were 

interviewed using semi-structured interviews. The interviewed key players helped to 

identify managers and actors of the coopeting SMEs who were willing to participate in a 

second data collection phase. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 45 

managers. Data saturation was achieved (Creswell, 2014).  

The data was transcribed, and the resulting dataset underwent a preliminary coding 

process based on a thematic content analysis (Miles & Huberman, 2003) with thematic 

codes drawn from existing literature and new themes emerging from the data. Based on 

the rich and diverse nature of the data set, data was triangulated, implying cross 

verification from two or more sources (Miles & Huberman, 2003).  

Data collection and analysis: Publication 4 

Data was gathered through guided interviews that included semi-open questions that 

defined the research field. The interview guideline served as an orientation to make sure 
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that all relevant topics were covered and focused primarily on motives, benefits, and 

threats of coopetition between young SMEs and established corporations.  

In total, 35 founders of Austrian start-ups and 35 CEOs or innovation managers of 

Austrian corporations were interviewed. To increase the comparability of the case studies 

(Yin, 2009), only young, emerging firms employing not more than 50 employees, 

operating for less than 5 years in innovative industries (primarily ISIC sections C, J), with 

headquarters in Austria at the time of the study were invited to participate in the study. 

Larger corporations were approached when they employed at least 250 employees, 

achieved a revenue of 50 million Euros or more, and possessed the legal form of a limited 

liability company, as well as headquarters in Austria. By interviewing both coopeting 

partners, the suggestion of Tidström & Rajala (2016) to study coopetition from the two 

coopetitors’ perspectives was followed. The interviews were conducted at the firms’ 

premises to gain information on their specific cultures, which was added as observation 

notes to our data. Extending the interview data, archival data was analysed including press 

and media reports, presentations as well as firm websites. Moreover, a panel discussion 

with CEOs and experts of the Austrian academic incubator network “AplusB” was 

organised to discuss the preliminary findings. Altogether, this set of primary and 

secondary data ensured that the saturation level was reached and new data no longer 

yielded additional insights (Creswell, 2014). 

The data was transcribed, resulting in more than 1,300 pages of text. Applying the general 

inductive approach, these transcripts were coded using the software MAXQDA (Thomas, 

2006; Miles & Huberman, 2003), which lets topics emerge from texts without creating a 

prior code system. When a topic emerged from one transcript, the other transcripts were 

scanned immediately for the same subject and phrases were coded accordingly. Based on 

this analysis, approximately 2,200 codes were generated. Since the analysed data was 

based on the original data in German, the results of the analysis and supporting quotes 

were translated into English with the help of a professional language editor who ensured 

an exact translation as well as the accuracy of the quotations. 

Data collection and analysis: Publication 6 

Qualitative data was gathered through semi-structured interviews consisting of semi-open 

questions, allowing for deviations to follow-up on particular topics (Flick, 2009). The 

interview guideline focused primarily on the family SMEs’ characteristics, their 

cooperative and competitive behaviour within the network, as well as their motivations, 

benefits, and success factors.  

When contacting all network members, the management of the network pledged full 

support, ensuring a high response rate. The contacts were all key informants of their 

respective firm, i.e. CEOs. This guaranteed that the interview partners were real experts 

in their firms’ coopetition behaviour in the network (Reay & Zhang, 2014). Interviews 

were scheduled with 11 key informants. In addition, secondary data concerning the 

history and performance of the business network including brochures, press releases, as 

well as network and firm websites was accessed. Finally, permission for participation in 
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one of the network’s annual shareholder meetings was granted. This represented a 

valuable possibility to talk to interview partners, to build up trust and commitment 

towards the project, as well as to gain insights into the network in general, how the 

partners coopeted with each other, and the main goals and benefits.  

The data was transcribed and analysed using the QSR NVivo, version 11, which is a 

qualitative computer data analysis program that facilitates the management and 

categorisation of qualitative material in central ‘nodes’ and their linkages to each other 

(Graves & Thomas, 2008). Thematic content analysis was applied following the approach 

presented by Miles & Huberman (2003). The analysis thus proceeded from broad to key 

themes that permit the classification of data into ideal types and categories.  

3.3 Quality of the Research 

Various criteria can be applied to evaluate the quality of academic research. Typically, 

measures of reliability, validity, and generalisability are believed to serve as good 

indicators of the quality of the research (Miles & Huberman, 2003). However, such 

indicators are primarily useful for assessing the quality of quantitative research (Bryman 

& Bell, 2015) and a different set of criteria has to be applied for the evaluation of 

qualitative research. In this line, the research quality of the qualitative research in this 

thesis will be discussed by applying the trustworthiness criteria that have been developed 

to evaluate the quality of qualitative studies. These criteria include the four components 

of credibility, transferability, dependability, and conformability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

The credibility measure concerns the extent to which the informants’ opinions and 

answers are captured by the data and are represented by its analysis and interpretation. 

Put differently, this component measures whether the findings make sense from the point 

of view of the informants (Bryman & Bell, 2015). In this thesis, the credibility of the 

qualitative research was strengthened in several ways. First, by applying the concept of 

respondent validation, the results of Publications 3, 4, and 6 were presented to the key 

informants, managers, or experts in the industries, who verified whether or not the 

conclusions accurately represented their ideas and opinions. The respondents were able 

to comment on the findings and propose changes if necessary. Second, all publications 

underwent review processes, either for publication in scientific journals or acceptance to 

academic conferences. During these processes, the feedback of other scholars helped to 

develop the interpretations and conclusions further. Third, the multiple assessor method 

(Ryan, 1999) was adopted during the data analysis and interpretation steps of the 

qualitative publications. All involved scholars explored the qualitative data individually 

before the evaluations were compared and discussed in a group to arrive at a consensual 

decision. Fourth, data triangulation was employed, meaning that several data types were 

assessed.  

The second component, transferability, concerns “the extent to which the findings can be 

applied to other contexts” (Storbacka, 2011, p. 701). Some of the conclusions of this 

thesis were derived based on studies that focus on a single industry, such as the wine 
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industry (Publication 3) or the IT industry (Publication 6). The transferability, and thus 

generalisability, of these insights may be limited, because industry specificities may have 

played a role in the strategic actions of the investigated firms. However, the purpose of 

these publications was not to derive generalisable conclusions, but to provide the first 

groundwork for further research on coopetition in SMEs and family SMEs. Publication 4 

analysed multiple industries, and the results can thus better be applied to different 

contexts.  

Dependability measures the degree to which the researcher provides information 

concerning the research process, including data collection, analysis, and interpretation to 

enable other researchers to replicate the study. In all qualitative publications of this thesis, 

detailed descriptions of the research processes were presented. Although the qualitative 

data of this thesis, primarily interviews, was lengthy and not appended to the publications, 

the interviews were all recorded, transcribed, and saved for potential future purposes.   

The conformability measure refers to the level of objectivity of the research and captures 

whether or not the study is limited by researcher bias (Miles & Huberman, 2003). This 

component thus describes the extent to which a clear chain of evidence between the 

collected data, the obtained results, and the derived conclusion is presented and to what 

extent this chain can be easily followed and understood by others. In this thesis, 

conformability was enabled through the inclusion of detailed data excerpts, such as direct 

quotations by the informants, to provide the readers with evidence for the presented 

findings and conclusions. Further, the results were compared to similar existing research 

in the field of family SMEs’ innovativeness to determine similarities and differences.  
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4 Review of the Publications 

This chapter presents a review of the individual publications included in this thesis. In 

particular, the background and objectives, as well as the results and contributions of each 

publication are summarised. Illustrating the role of the publications in the whole thesis, 

Table 9 sets out the their objectives, main findings, and main contributions to the thesis.  

4.1 Publication 1 - Coopetition: A Systematic Review, Synthesis, and 

Future Research Directions 

Background and objectives 

The first publication focuses on the sub-questions “What is the current state-of-the-art 

research on coopetition? Where can research go from here?” and offers a fine-grained 

and multi-faceted overview by synthesising high-quality contributions on coopetition 

published in top peer-reviewed journals. This study thus presents the current 

accomplishments in coopetition research and demonstrates gaps to be addressed in the 

future to advance existing knowledge.  

Main results and contributions 

The number of scientific publications on coopetition has been growing steadily since 

1996, mostly in management and business research. Coopetition has been analysed from 

different angles by taking into account varying levels of analysis, including inter-firm, 

intra-firm, individual, and network level, and different industries, with a strong focus on 

high-tech industries. The synthesis reveals that coopetition can be applied as an 

advantageous strategy in innovation processes. However, such a strategy entails the 

difficulties of simultaneously managing cooperation and competition. Therefore, the 

accompanying benefits and risks are discussed. The benefits include, for instance, 

exchange mechanisms to share resources, capabilities, and knowledge, cost and risk 

reduction, increased innovativeness and competitiveness. The main risks refer to 

(internal) conflicts and tensions between coopetitors, opportunism, (involuntary) 

knowledge leakage, interdependence, and inflexibility.  

Based on these insights, an integrative definition of coopetition is developed as follows: 

“Coopetition is a strategic and dynamic process in which economic actors jointly create 

value through cooperative interaction, while they simultaneously compete to capture part 

of that value” (Bouncken et al., 2015a). Additionally, weaknesses of current research and 

future research directions are pinpointed. In particular, a broader focus on contextual 

contingencies and coopetition’s implications for innovation are suggested as compelling 

areas for future studies. This publication contributes to coopetition research by presenting 

an overview and exploring linkages between existing literature, and critically evaluating 

what has been studied so far in this research field and what has been left out.  
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4.2 Publication 2 - Lifting the Veil: Early Effects on Antecedents and 

Consequences of Coopetition from a Meta-Analysis 

Background and objectives 

The second publication also addresses Sub-question 1 and presents the first statistical 

synthesis of previously reported findings in coopetition literature. To the best of the 

author’s knowledge, no meta-analysis had been conducted so far on coopetition.  

Main results and contributions 

Coopetition has different effects on distinct forms of performance and innovation (see 

Table 5). It exerts a positive impact on financial performance, whereas non-financial 

performance decreases when firms are coopeting. Further, cooperation among rivals has 

an overall positive effect on various innovation types, including product, radical, and 

incremental innovation. However, prior research has rarely explored the link between 

coopetition and process innovation, and research is needed to understand this relationship 

in greater detail. The same holds for the innovativeness variable. With respect to 

coopetition antecedents, uncertainty associated with changes in markets or technologies 

was identified as strong driver for coopetition. This suggests that coopetition is a valuable 

strategy in unstable, dynamic, and continuously changing environments.  

Table 5. Overview of the identified coopetition effects in Publication 2 

Relationship k n MeanES SEES LCIES UCIES 
Fail-safe 

N 
Consequences of coopetition        
Coopetition on all performances 14 6,944 .098 .062 -.025 .022 437 
…on financial performance 4 1,108 .099 .034 .033 .165 11 
…on non-financial performance 1 43 -.520 .158 -.830 -.219 - 
…on innovation performance 9 5,793 .148 .082 -.013 .308 368 
Coopetition on all innovation types 20 14,931 .140 .038 .066 .214 1,983 
…on radical innovation 4 3,634 .187 .035 .119 .255 166 
…on incremental innovation 4 3,634 .115 .045 .028 .203 73 
…on product innovation 6 3,956 .197 .098 .004 .390 344 
…on process innovation 2 1,870 .052 .097 -.139 .243 11 
…on innovativeness 3 1,837 .041 .097 -.149 .232 0 
Antecedences of coopetition        

Knowledge sharing 3 1,260 .109 .031 .048 .169 14 
Competition 2 596 .102 .076 -.046 .250 3 
Cooperation 0 - - - - - - 
Absorptive capability 5 10,712 .139 .052 .036 .242 178 
Intensity of R&D 3 3,379 .133 .026 .082 .185 16 
Uncertainty in 

market/technology 
5 2,087 .273 .088 .101 .445 344 

Firm size 8 5,686 .103 .019 .065 .145 128 
Firm age 8 4,363 .008 .017 -.026 .042 0 
Relationship complexity 4 1,348 .049 .041 -.032 .130 1 

Isolated effects meta-analysis as proposed by Hunter and Schmidt (2004). Notes. k: Number of samples, n: cumulative sample size, 
MeanES: mean effect size (attenuated), LCIES: Lower confidence interval of effect size (5%), UCIES: Upper confidence interval of effect 
size (5%), Fail-safe N: Number of zero-effect studies to draw another conclusion than the confidence intervals indicate (Rosenthal, 
1979) 
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4.3 Publication 3 - Organisational Innovation and Coopetition 

between SMEs: A Tertius Strategies Approach 

Background and objectives 

Publication 3 investigates the sub-question “What roles does coopetition play for 

innovation in SMEs?” and analyses how coopeting SMEs create innovative inter-

organisational relationships and enhance the individual firms’ survival in turbulent 

environments. To explore how SMEs develop coopetition strategies, the SME managers’ 

tertius iungens and tertius gaudens roles are explored. While the first role describes a third 

player who joins as an intermediary between disconnected actors, focusing on 

cooperation and initiating coopetition, the second role portrays a third player who, 

focusing on competition, enjoys conflict and manipulation. The two propositions are 

presented in Table 6. 

Table 6. Overview of propositions of Publication 3 

Proposition 1 

The SME manager instigates the coopetition strategy while trying to play a tertius iungens role among 
the stakeholder in the industry. 

Proposition 2 

The SME manager will promote the strategy of the stakeholder group he belongs to by playing the role 
of the tertius gaudens at the expense of other stakeholders. 

 

Main results and contributions 

SMEs engage in coopetition as a particular type of organisational innovation, as it 

represents an innovative relationship combining competition and cooperation and enables 

SMEs to survive in turbulent, dynamic environments. In this context, the mobilisation of 

stakeholders is of crucial importance due to the individual SMEs’ lack of resources and 

competencies. The gained insights justify the generation of the two propositions.  

First, the turbulent environment in the national and international wine industry represents 

a powerful incentive for SMEs’ participation in coopetition. As a consequence of the 

associated high risk of failure, the SMEs’ managers adopt the role of the tertius iungens 

(Proposition 1) and instigate coopetition to cooperate with competitors and other 

stakeholders in the industry. Through these cooperative ties, SMEs can share and gain 

access to external resources and knowledge. Subsequently, external, complementary 

resources and knowledge support the development of technologies and innovations and 

thus enable the long-term survival of resource- and knowledge-constrained SMEs.   

Second, the managers’ tertius gaudens role manifests itself in their promotion of the 

stakeholder groups’ strategy through their active participation in professional 

organisations that bears fruit, since they can influence the decision-making in these 

organisations to their benefit. They can gather strategic information, which is spread to 
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their coopetitors to benefit from information asymmetries compared to their rivals 

(Proposition 2). These information advantages can benefit the coopetitors’ innovation 

position and overall competitiveness as they gain access to information, expertise, and 

know-how concerning changes in, e.g., the external environment or customer preferences 

much earlier and much more detailed than their rivals. As a consequence, the coopeting 

SMEs possess a competitive edge compared to their non-coopeting competitors.    

This publication provides insights into coopetition among SMEs as a type of 

organisational innovation representing a major model of cooperation in the French wine 

industry. The findings point out that coopetition plays two roles: it serves as key 

mechanism to limit SMEs’ lack of resources and knowledge as the cooperative ties enable 

the exchange of resources and knowledge while it also serves as mechanism to access 

important information, expertise, and know-how that can help the SMEs to outcompete 

their non-coopeting competitors by means of an information headstart. This work 

enriches existing knowledge on coopetition and organisational innovation and points out 

that SMEs often have no other choice but to coopete to facilitate long-term survival.  

4.4 Publication 4 - David and Goliath: Causes and Effects of 

Coopetition between Start-ups and Corporates 

Background and objectives 

Publication 4 analyses the sub-question “What roles does coopetition play for innovation 

in young SMEs?” and explores whether, why, and how start-ups as a sub-group of SMEs 

and large, established corporations coopete with each other. This study seeks to uncover 

whether and how young firms and competing corporations can benefit from coopetition.   

Main results and contributions 

Young, emergent SMEs coopete with corporations to improve sales, growth, and 

publicity, while corporations want to acquire young firms’ technologies and innovation 

capabilities. Both parties benefit from the mutual creation of more efficient marketing 

and distribution channels. Additionally, young SMEs obtain access to the established 

corporations’ marketing and sales resources that result in valuable time and cost 

advantages for them. Corporations take advantage of young firms’ high degree of 

recognition in specific market segments, and capability to develop new, highly innovative 

products/services.  

When coopeting with large corporations, young SMEs, however, are afraid of being 

imitated by the coopetitor, whereas the larger firms believe that their lack of willingness 

to take the risk of closely cooperating with young SMEs represents a hurdle for successful 

coopetition. Further, given the new firms’ missing track records, corporations fear 

reputation losses if their young, emerging partners fail to achieve the commonly agreed 

performance.  
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To allow both parties to benefit from their coopetitive ties, they typically rely on formal 

contractual, non-disclosure agreements that lay out explicitly both sides’ rights and 

duties. Discussing the findings from the perspectives of the RBV and DCV, the 

propositions presented in Table 7 were derived as follows. 

This study contributes to the growing coopetition literature by examining the specific, yet 

underexplored, case of coopetition between young SMEs and large, established 

corporations and adds to the discussion of the value of external resources obtained 

through alliances with external partners such as competitors. 

Table 7. Overview of propositions of Publication 4 

Proposition 1 

1a: Through coopetition with established 
corporates, start-ups enlarge their resource base 
and sales network enabling them to expand the 

sales of their innovations. 

1b: Through coopetition with start-ups, established 
corporates enlarge their technology and 

knowledge base capabilities enabling them to 
improve their innovation capabilities. 

Proposition 2 

Coopetition among start-ups and corporates can be seen as a dynamic capability approach which can 
result in benefits for both coopeting partners as they are able to better sense and shape opportunities, 

seize opportunities and remain competitive. 

 

4.5 Publication 5 - Innovation in Family Firms: Examining the 

Inventory and Mapping the Path 

Background and objectives 

Publication 5 addresses Sub-question 4a “What is the current state-of-the-art research on 

innovation in family firms? Where can research go from here?” and seeks to advance 

existing family firm innovation research. Past research is reflected through a bibliometric 

analysis; present research is disclosed based on a systematic literature review; and 

weaknesses of existing research are identified to reveal future research avenues.  

Main results and contributions 

Five contextual clusters represent the foundations of present literature. Research within 

the ownership and governance cluster (1) shows that family ownership/involvement 

influence family firms’ strategic behaviour and performance. In the structural settings 

cluster (2), research focuses on agency relationships, paying attention to the impact of 

family ties. Studies in the organisational culture and behaviour cluster (3) stress the need 

for defining family firms based on their behaviour, underline families’ future vision to 

keep the firm in family hands, and outline the importance of organisational culture for 

entrepreneurship in family firms. In the family firm specific resources cluster (4), scholars 

argue that family firms are characterised by “familiness”, a specific bundle of resources 

stemming from family involvement. In the innovation and strategy cluster (5), research 
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analyses family firms’ strategic management and the links between risk-taking, culture, 

ownership, and innovation.  

The present understanding of family firm innovation is analysed based on the framework 

of Crossan & Apaydin (2010). Analysing leadership as the first determinant of 

innovation, research reveals that family ownership and management have an impact on 

innovation. Regarding the second innovation determinant, managerial levers, research 

examines family firms’ mission, goals, strategies, structures, systems, resource allocation, 

organisational learning, and organisational culture. Research on family firms’ business 

processes seeks to explore the topics of initiation, decision-making, portfolio 

management, project management, and commercialization. The environment was added 

as fourth innovation determinant, as it plays an essential role for family firm innovation. 

Regarding the dimensions of innovation, studies dealing with innovation as a process 

examine the level, drivers, direction, sources, and locus within family firms. Research on 

innovation as an outcome focuses on form, magnitude, referent, and type of family firms’ 

innovations.  

Comparing both analyses demonstrates directions for the future. Research is needed 

utilising cross-country samples and qualitative methods. Further, the effects of family 

members’ human capital and leadership behaviour on innovation need more attention. 

Another research gap concerns the family firms’ openness towards external partners, e.g., 

through coopetition, and its implications for innovation.  

4.6 Publication 6 - Coopetition of Small- and Medium-Sized Family 

Enterprises: Insights from an IT Business Network 

Background and objectives 

Publication 6 explores Sub-question 4b “What roles does coopetition play for innovation 

in family SMEs?” and is among the first to look at coopetition in family SMEs in the IT 

industry. The focus lies on this industry as coopetition is of crucial relevance in 

innovation-intensive, dynamic, and complex fields (Carayannis & Alexander, 1999), 

especially when industry key players are SMEs (Gnyawali & Park, 2009).  

Main results and contributions 

Coopetition among family SMEs is characterised as a friendly inter-firm relationship 

manifesting in respect, trust, fruitful discussions, and friendships. Further, family SMEs’ 

decision to coopete derives from economic motives, e.g., strengthened market positioning 

and collective bargaining power, market creation and entry, and cost-sharing 

considerations, as well as inter-personal motives, including the desire to create inter-

personal relationships, which lead to trust- and respectful, long-lasting friendships among 

competitors. The benefits derived from coopetition include the typical advantages of 
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coopetition, such as financial benefits like cost sharing, improved economic conditions 

and joint innovation, as well as the access to and transfer of knowledge.  

Compared to non-family-owned organisations, the results show that these motivational 

drivers to engage in coopetition and the benefits from coopetitive ties facilitate not only 

family SMEs’ long-term survival but also their protection of their socio-emotional, non-

economic wealth. These two outcomes are of key importance to family-owned 

organisations because they seek to transfer the firm and the associated SEW from one 

generation to the next as long as possible. 

Further, coopetition is found to be beneficial for SMEs in innovation-intensive industries 

where the benefits include the creation of cooperative innovation projects that enable the 

joint development and introduction of innovative product/services. But coopetition comes 

with pitfalls or threats, too, which primarily concern the partners’ possible opportunistic 

behaviour which can decrease the value and performance of coopetition. Opportunism 

can lead to imbalanced relationships which should be a “give-and-take” and not a “one-

way” relationship. The developed propositions are presented in Table 9.  

The main contribution of this publication lies in the fact that the topics of innovation, 

family firms, and coopetition are finally explored in one publication for the first time. In 

doing so, this study responds to earlier calls for extended research on coopetition in a 

wider context (Gnyawali & Song, 2016).  

Table 8. Overview of propositions of Publication 6 

Proposition 1 

Competing family SMEs are likely to engage in cooperation-dominant coopetition. 

Proposition 2 

2a: Competing family SMEs 
tend to engage in coopetition to 

enter new markets and to 
increase their existing market 

and bargaining power as means 
to secure their long-term survival 

and SEW. 

2b: Competing family SMEs 
tend to engage in coopetition to 
strengthen the individual firm’s 
competitiveness as means to 
secure their long-term survival 

and SEW. 

2c: Competing family SMEs tend 
to engage in coopetition to enter 

personal relationships with 
competitors as means to secure 

their long-term survival and 
SEW. 

Proposition 3 

3a: Competing and 
simultaneously 

cooperating family 
SMEs tend to benefit 

from an improved 
potential for long-term 
survival potential by 

creating better 
economic conditions. 

3b: Competing and 
simultaneously 

cooperating family 
SMEs tend to benefit 

from mutually 
exchanging knowledge 

and experiences, 
including those 

regarding succession 
strategies. 

3c: Competing and 
simultaneously 

cooperating family 
SMEs tend to benefit 
from joint innovation 

through common 
projects. 

3d: Competing and 
simultaneously 

cooperating family 
SMEs tend to risk 

imbalanced 
relationships when 
opportunism and 

knowledge leakage are 
present. 
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4.7 Overview of the Publications   

Table 9 below illustrates the objectives, main findings, and main contributions to the 

thesis reported in each publication. The objectives were derived from the research 

question and sub-questions of the thesis.  

Table 9. Summary of the publications and their main contributions to the thesis 

Publication Objective Main findings (excerpt) Main contribution to thesis 

1: Coopetition: A 
Systematic Review, 
Synthesis, and 
Future Research 
Directions 
 

Provide a detailed 
understanding of 
coopetition by 
reviewing high-
quality contributions 
published in top 
peer-reviewed 
journals. 

Coopetition research developed 
along the lines: scope and 
development of coopetition 
research, coopetition as a 
strategy, management of 
coopetition.  
 
As part of the synthesis, an 
integrative definition of coopetition 
is proposed.  
 
An elaboration of theoretical and 
empirical approaches, a focus on 
contextual contingencies, and 
implications for innovation 
represent areas for future 
research. 
 

Providing a groundwork for further 
empirical research on coopetition. 
 
Synthesising existing knowledge 
on the development of coopetition 
research with a special focus on 
coopetition as a strategy, including 
coopetition as a strategy in 
innovation processes, and the 
management of coopetition, 
including the possible benefits and 
risks associated with coopetition. 

2:  Lifting the Veil: 
Early Effects on 
Antecedents and 
Consequence of 
Coopetition from a 
Meta-analysis  

Extend the 
understanding of  
coopetition 
antecedents and 
consequences by 
conducting the first 
meta-analysis in this 
field. 

Coopetition is advantageous for 
different performance and 
innovation measures: financial 
performance, radical, incremental, 
product, and process innovations.  

Providing a groundwork for further 
empirical research on coopetition. 
 
Synthesising and testing 
empirically prior insights regarding 
previously identified antecedents 
and consequences of coopetition 
based on existing quantitative 
coopetition research. 
 
 

3: Organisational 
Innovation and 
Coopetition 
between SMEs: A 
Tertius Strategies 
Approach 

Explore how SME 
managers develop 
coopetition 
strategies that 
include stakeholders 
when facing 
environmental 
uncertainty. 

SMEs engage in coopetition as a 
particular form of organisational 
innovation to survive turbulent, 
dynamic environments.  
 
In this context, the mobilisation of 
stakeholders important due to the 
SMEs’ lack of resources and 
competencies. 

Exploring features of coopetition 
among SMEs. 
 
Explicating that coopetition can 
serve as mechanism to share 
resources and knowledge among 
constrained SMEs and to gain 
access to information resulting in 
an information headstart 
compared to non-coopeting rivals. 
 

4:  David and 
Goliath: Causes 
and Effects of 
Coopetition 
between Start-ups 
and Corporates 

Examine whether, 
why and how young 
SMEs and large, 
established 
corporations engage 
in coopetition with 
each other. 

Both resource-constrained young 
SMEs and corporations engage in 
coopetition with each other to 
enlarge their resource bases and 
technological and innovative 
capabilities.  

Exploring features of coopetition 
among young SMEs and 
corporations. 
 
Explicating that coopetition with 
larger, established corporations 
can serve as mechanism to 
enlarge the young SMEs’ resource 
base and to improve their ability to 
sense, shape, and seize market 
opportunities, as well as to remain 
competitive. 
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Table 9. Summary of the publications and their main contributions to the thesis 

(continued) 

 

Publication Objective Main findings (excerpt) Main contribution to thesis 

5: Innovation in 
Family Firms: 
Examining the 
Inventory and 
Mapping the Path 
 

Contribute to existing 
research by 
reflecting the past, 
disclosing the 
present, developing 
suggestions for 
future family firm 
innovation research. 

Five topical clusters build a 
foundation for family firm 
innovation research: ownership 
and governance, structural 
settings, organisational culture 
and behaviour, resources, 
innovation, and strategy.  
 
Additional research is needed on 
family members’ individual human 
capital, their leadership, their 
openness to externals, cross-
country comparisons, and their 
functional integrity. 

Providing a groundwork for further 
empirical research on family 
SMEs’ innovation. 
 
Synthesising existing knowledge 
on family firm innovation with a 
special focus on the specific 
character of innovation in family-
owned organisations which stems 
from the influence of the family as 
well as the interplay of family and 
firm. 
 
 

6:  Coopetition of 
Small- and 
Medium-Sized 
Family Enterprises: 
Insights from an IT 
Business Network 

Advance existing 
knowledge on 
coopetition by 
exploring its 
application in family 
SMEs operating in 
the innovation-
intensive IT industry. 

Coopetition among family SMEs 
tends to be cooperation-
dominated.  
 
The decision for and benefits of 
coopetition facilitate family SMEs’ 
non-economic goal to safeguard 
their SEW.  
 
The creation of binding social ties 
and the fortification of the firms’ 
long-term orientation in the form of 
renewal of family bonds are 
important consequences of 
coopetitive actions.   

Exploring features of coopetition 
among family SMEs.  
 
Explicating the nature of 
coopetition among family SMEs. 
 
Pointing out the benefits family 
SMEs can derive from coopetitive 
ties as coopetition leads to better 
overall economic conditions, 
enables exchange possibilities in 
terms of resources and 
knowledge, improves the family 
SMEs’ innovation power through 
joint innovation. 
 
Pointing out the risks of 
opportunism and knowledge 
leakage associated with 
coopetition.  
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5 Conclusion 

The main objective of this thesis was to explore how coopetition can boost innovation in 

resource- and knowledge-constrained SMEs, including the typical, yet different sub-

groups of young SMEs and family SMEs. The thesis makes three main contributions.  

First, this thesis illustrates that coopetition research is still in an infancy stage as literature 

is emergent and fragmented. Several open research questions remain unanswered and 

further research is needed to clarify the specificities of coopetition and its implications. 

For instance, the thesis demonstrates that research has largely concentrated on coopetition 

in large MNEs, while SMEs, including young SMEs and family SMEs, received minor 

attention so far although coopetition has been suggested to be a valuable strategy for these 

firms given their small, resource- and knowledge- constrained nature. Further, research 

is needed to explore whether and how coopetition can support innovation. 

Second, seeking to fill this void in the literature, the thesis provides first insights into how 

coopetition can facilitate innovation in firms facing shortages in resources and 

knowledge. The obtained insights show that coopetitive ties with rivals permit SMEs, 

young SMEs, and family SMEs to access the required but not yet internalised resources, 

capabilities, and knowledge. As a consequence, coopeting SMEs can complement and 

enlarge their existing but constrained stock of resources and knowledge which, in turn, 

can improve their innovation ability and survival potential.  

Third, the thesis gives empirical evidence of how family SMEs’ long-term survival may 

be facilitated through coopetition along with the family members’ SEW objectives. The 

results suggest that family SMEs engage in coopetition with the aim to safeguard their 

continuity and SEW protection since coopetition can serve as a means to benefit from 

improved economic conditions, resource base, and innovation power. However, the thesis 

also reveals that coopetition entails both possible benefits, such as shared assets, skills, 

or technologies and joint innovation, as well as risks, like opportunism and knowledge 

leakage.  

5.1 Answering the Research Questions 

The main research question of this thesis was formulated as follows: “How can 

coopetition benefit innovation in SMEs?” In this vein, the thesis’ objective was to reveal 

insights on the relationship between coopetition and innovation in SMEs, including the 

two typical sub-groups of young SMEs and family SMEs. To achieve this ultimate aim, 

five sub-questions were posed which guided the six publications.  

The first sub-question read: “What is the current state-of-the-art research on coopetition? 

Where can research go from here?” Accordingly, Publication 1 identified the major 

research avenues and possible future research directions in coopetition literature. 

Research has emphasised the crucial role coopetition can play in innovation processes 

stemming from its potential to enable important sharing and creation mechanisms through 
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which resources, capabilities, and knowledge can be mutually accessed, developed, and 

integrated into the coopeting firms. Based on the identified open research questions, the 

gained insights show that future research is needed to focus on contextual contingencies, 

i.e. coopetition in wider entrepreneurial contexts, and examine the implications of 

coopetition for innovation. Publication 2 analysed existing studies by investigating the 

previously explored relationships in a statistically synthesising manner. It was highlighted 

that, on an aggregate level, coopetition can boost different types of innovations, including 

product, radical, and incremental innovation, and thereby improve financial performance. 

These studies represented the building block for the subsequent publications on the link 

between coopetition and innovation in SMEs, including their typical appearances young 

SMEs and family SMEs. 

The second sub-question read: “What roles does coopetition play for innovation in 

SMEs?” In conclusion, Publication 3 proposed that SMEs are able to develop coopetition 

as a particular form of organisational innovation when facing turbulent environments. In 

doing so, they build up innovative inter-firm relationships combining competition and 

cooperation simultaneously and the SMEs’ managers apply the two different logics of 

interaction with different goals. Applying the tertius iungens logic, i.e., the cooperation 

logic, SME managers instigate coopetition to develop cooperative ties with competitors 

and other stakeholders to benefit from resource- and knowledge-exchanges. Hence, 

coopetition serves as a mechanism to decrease the SMEs’ structural lack of resources and 

knowledge, thereby increasing their innovation and survival potential. Further, following 

the tertius gaudens logic i.e., the competition logic, SME managers promote proactively 

the strategy of their stakeholder groups by participating in and therefore influencing the 

decision-making of professional organisations. Here, coopetition serves as a mechanism 

to access important information, expertise, and know-how which can provide SMEs with 

a competitive edge over their non-coopeting rivals who either do not possess this 

information at all or only at a later stage. These results imply that coopetition matters in 

terms of the ability to survive competition when competing and cooperating strategies are 

combined successfully.  

The third sub-question was: “What roles does coopetition play for innovation in young 

SMEs?” Publication 4 analysed coopetition between young, small firms as sub-group of 

SMEs and larger, older, more established corporations. Regarding the roles of coopetition 

for innovation, it can be concluded that coopetition can have significant implications for 

both young SMEs and corporations, especially in terms of their innovation capability. 

Existing research has postulated that coopetition provides access to necessary but missing 

resources and enables coopetitors to complement and enlarge their resource bases. In 

support of these insights, the findings here revealed that young SMEs’ access to the 

corporations’ resources, especially financial and social resources, is of great significance 

to them as these enable them to further develop their innovative products/services and 

extend their sales capacities through the existing marketing, sales, and distribution 

channels of large established firms. As such, coopetition helps young SMEs to enlarge 

their resource base, improve their abilities to sense, shape, and seize opportunities in the 

market, and to remain competitive. Further, through coopetitive ties, corporations tap into 
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young SMEs’ technological and innovation capabilities as well as their developed and 

marketable innovations.  

Sub-question 4a read “What is the current state-of-the-art research on innovation in 

family firms? Where can research go from here?” and was motivated by the finding that 

extant research on innovation in family firms had produced mixed conceptual and 

empirical findings (De Massis et al., 2013; Liang et al., 2013). In Publication 5, family 

involvement in ownership, management, and governance was emphasised as being an 

influential factor for family firm innovation. Furthermore, this study illustrated that future 

research should be extended by focusing on the implications of family members’ 

individual human capital and leadership as well as the firms’ openness to partnerships 

with external parties like competitors to improve their innovation power.  

The final sub-question (4b) read “What roles does coopetition play for innovation in 

family SMEs?” and was addressed in Publication 6 by qualitatively analysing coopetition 

among German family SMEs that operate in the innovation-intensive IT industry. The 

findings were in line with prior research suggesting that coopetition can help small firms 

to survive in competitive environments like the innovation-intensive IT industry 

(Ratzmann et al., 2016; Bouncken & Fredrich, 2012). In the studied family SMEs, some 

additional characteristics of a coopetitive relationships could be identified which may 

stem from the involvement of the owning family in ownership, management, and 

governance. Based on the findings, it is summarised that the coopetitive ties were 

cooperation-dominated due to the owning families’ preference for harmony. Moreover, 

the drivers for and benefits of coopetition facilitated the family SMEs’ socioemotional 

goal to safeguard the status quo of their SEW and the future of their firm. Regarding the 

role of coopetition for innovation, the insights showed that coopeting family SMEs can 

benefit from joint innovation through the development of common projects. In 

conclusion, the results provided evidence for the suggestion that family SMEs owners 

should be aware of the potential benefits of coopetition, as it can facilitate the creation of 

long-term relationships, strengthen social ties and enable information and resource 

exchange among the partners, particularly with regard to innovation. However, they also 

need to consider the possible risks associated with coopetition, which can hamper the 

creation of fruitful relationships.  

The insights gained from these six publications constitute the groundwork for answering 

the main research question: “How can coopetition benefit innovation in SMEs?” In 

summary, the results lend support for the proposition that coopetition is a crucial source 

of resources, capabilities, and knowledge and therefore valuable for innovation in 

different types of SMEs, including young SMEs and family SMEs, as well as MNEs. As 

such, coopetition seems to be an escape route for various firm types that are confronted 

with severe limitations in resources, capabilities, and knowledge. Coopetitive 

partnerships can provide these firms with access to a wider set of highly relevant, valuable 

and complementary financial, human and social resources, information sharing channels, 

and technological opportunities that can have a positive impact on the firms’ innovation 

capability and overall chance to survive competition.    
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5.2 Theoretical Implications 

The theoretical contribution of this thesis is twofold: contributions are made to the 

coopetition literature by taking into consideration contextual contingencies, and to the 

family firm innovation literature in the examination of innovation and the role of SEW 

objectives. In the following sections, the theoretical implications are discussed with 

respect to each literature stream. 

5.2.1 Contributions to coopetition literature 

This study presents theoretical and empirical contributions to coopetition research by 

synthesising conceptually (Publication 1) and statistically (Publication 2) the current 

state-of-the-art research in this field. Further, by investigating the relationship between 

coopetition and innovation in the understudied context of SMEs (Publication 3), including 

young SMEs (Publication 4) and family SMEs (Publication 6), this thesis contributes to 

the emerging thinking that coopetition can be particularly beneficial for resource- and 

knowledge-constrained firms (e.g., Bouncken & Kraus, 2013; Gnyawali & Park, 2009; 

Tidström, 2009; Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004; Levy et al., 2003). In 

doing so, this thesis reacts to recent calls for additional research to explore coopetition on 

different levels and in different contexts (e.g., Bengtsson & Kock, 2014).  

The number of research efforts dedicated to the exploration of coopetition has 

consistently been growing in the last decades, but existing literature remained scattered, 

fragmented and limited. At this stage of research, this thesis responded to the need for a 

fine-grained analysis of the conceptualisation and operationalisation of the coopetition 

concept. As such, it presented one of the first systematic literature reviews of high-quality 

peer-reviewed publications in this field. As a result, the thesis is able to present a broad 

and multi-faceted view of coopetition and to facilitate further research and practice in this 

domain. Moreover, the first meta-analysis on coopetition is included, which presented the 

first statistical synthesis of existing empirical coopetition research and pinpointed the 

crucial role of coopetition for innovation.  

Furthermore, this thesis unlocks the black box regarding coopetition in different types of 

SMEs, and its importance for innovation, which represents an issue that has not yet been 

addressed in detail in existing coopetition literature. Publication 3 adds on the existing 

insights on coopetition in general, the associated mechanisms of resource- and knowledge 

transfers (e.g., Estrada et al., 2016; Le Roy & Czakon, 2016; Enberg, 2012; Bengtsson & 

Kock, 2000), and the roles of coopetition for innovation in resource-constrained firms 

(e.g., Gnyawali & Park, 2009; Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004) by 

presenting and discussing the findings of a case study of coopeting SMEs in the French 

wine industry. This work shows that coopetition represents an important strategy for 

SMEs facing a dynamic environment as well as shortages in resources and knowledge 

since coopetitive ties can enable sharing mechanisms among the coopetitors through 

which resources, capabilities, and knowledge can be transferred.  
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For young SMEs operating in innovative industries, Publication 4 highlights a similar 

importance of coopetition as resource- and knowledge-exchanging mechanism. This 

insight contributes to the emerging research stream on coopetition in young firms (e.g., 

Lechner et al., 2016; Morris et al., 2007; Quintana-Garcia & Benavides-Velasco, 2004; 

Lechner & Dowling, 2003) which investigates, among others, the ability of coopetition 

to minimise the typical problems of young SMEs (Lechner & Dowling, 2003), which 

include their liability of smallness and liability of newness (Morris et al., 2007). In 

addition to existing research, the results of Publication 4 reveal that coopetition helps not 

only to enlarge the young SMEs’ resource base but also to develop the coopetitors’ 

dynamic capabilities to sense, shape, and seize opportunities in order to remain 

competitive.  

For family SMEs, Publication 6 also points out that such exchange possibilities represent 

crucial benefits, together with the advantages of better economic conditions and joint 

innovation. These benefits are coupled with the risks of opportunism and knowledge 

leakage, highlighting the double-edged consequences of coopetition. While these benefits 

and risks of coopetition are not entirely new and have been presented already in different 

settings (e.g., Bengtsson & Johansson, 2014; Bouncken & Kraus, 2013; Pellegrin-

Boucher et al., 2013; Gnyawali & Park, 2009), Publication 6 specifically highlights that 

family SMEs engage in cooperation with competitors to improve their potential of long-

term survival and safeguard their SEW protection, which are both of key importance to 

family firms (Gómez-Mejía et al., 2007).  

By examining the mechanisms through which SMEs, young SMEs, and family SMEs are 

motivated to engage in and benefit from coopetition, the thesis revealed that coopetition 

can represent an important strategy when firms suffer from shortages in resources, 

capabilities, or knowledge. The comparison of the investigated SME contexts shows that, 

in general, coopetition’s role as mechanism to share and transfer resources, capabilities, 

and knowledge tends to be important in all examined types of SMEs, including young 

SMEs and family SMEs. As they often face the liability of smallness which manifests in 

shortages in resources and knowledge, coopetition can be an escape route for these firms 

enabling them to enlarge their access to key resources and knowledge owned by their 

competitors which then, in turn, can improve the coopetitors’ innovation capability.  

Through the analysis of coopetition in the two typical SME sub-groups young SMEs and 

family SMEs, the role of coopetition is explored by taking into account additional firm 

characteristics, including the young SMEs’ young age and the family SMEs’ traditional 

family involvement in ownership, management, and governance of the firm. Given the 

young SMEs’ young age, they use coopetition with large, established firms to gain 

primarily access to marketing and sales resources which support the market introduction 

of their in-house developed innovations. In family SMEs, family ownership - the 

distinguishing characteristic of family firms - is found to affect the family SMEs’ 

engagement in coopetition as their decision to create coopetitive ties is driven by their 

long-term orientation, which comes with their goal to keep the firm up and running over 
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generations, and their desire to maintain the status quo of their socioemotional, non-

economic wealth.  

Further, the roles of coopetition are analysed in different industries, including the wine 

sector in Publication 3, innovative industries in Publication 4, in particular, ISIC sections 

C (manufacturing) and J (information and communication), and the IT industry in 

Publication 6. These sectors have been chosen to investigate coopetition and its roles for 

innovation in diverse contexts in which coopetition has already been reported as key 

strategy (Dana et al., 2013; Gnyawali & Park, 2009; Carayannis & Alexander, 1999). The 

results of the thesis contribute to existing insights in the sense that coopetition is found to 

be an important means for SMEs supporting their innovativeness and competitiveness in 

these industries. While in the wine industry coopetition seems to mainly play an important 

role for an increased survival and competition potential, coopetition helps to develop an 

improved innovation capability in industries in which innovation is of high relevance.    

Hence, although coopetition plays a comparable role as resource- and knowledge-sharing 

mechanism in these different types of SMEs, the typical firm characteristics of young 

SMEs and family SMEs, i.e. their young age and their family influence respectively, 

should not be neglected. This thesis and the individual publications represent a significant 

building block for further investigation of coopetition in different firm types. As such, the 

obtained results suggest that an understanding should be developed of how coopetition 

can be applied successfully in a wider context of entrepreneurship.  

5.2.2 Contributions to family firm innovation literature 

This thesis contributes to the emerging research on family firm innovation in presenting 

an overview of past and present research achievements (Publication 5) as well as 

developing an understanding of the importance of coopetitive ties for resource- and 

knowledge-constrained family SMEs operating in innovation-intensive industries 

(Publication 6).  

Despite increasing scholarly interest in family firm innovation, there have been mixed 

and inconsistent findings regarding, for example, the effect of family influence in 

ownership, management, or governance on family firm innovativeness. This thesis makes 

a contribution to family firm innovation research as it takes a broad look at existing 

research accomplishments in this domain and evaluates systematically what has been 

studied and what has been left out. This thesis thus represents a groundwork for future 

research investigating family SMEs’ innovation behaviour and capability.  

Moreover, this thesis generates new insights into how family involvement and the 

associated SEW goals affect business processes, including coopetition strategies. 

Therefore, the thesis contributes to the growing literature focusing on the SEW 

perspective of family firms. In doing so, this thesis reacts to recent calls for more 

extensive research on the relevance of socioemotional objectives on business strategies 

in family SMEs. The results indicate that families’ socioemotional objectives have an 
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impact on their decision to enter cooperative inter-firm relationships with their 

competitors and how they behave when coopeting.   

5.3 Managerial Implications 

Apart from the theoretical implications, the findings of this thesis also offer practical 

guidelines for founders and managers of SMEs, young SMEs, and family SMEs. These 

implications will be discussed by proposing some key recommendations based on the 

arguments and results of this thesis.  

 

1. Perceive coopetition as part of the firms’ business strategies that serves as a 

source of innovation by facilitating access to a greater set of resources, capabilities, 

knowledge, and technological opportunities, as well as cost- and risk-sharing 

possibilities. 

 

First, this thesis illuminates that coopetition is not just a phenomenon in MNEs. Rather, 

this thesis’ findings advocate that different types of SMEs including young SMEs and 

family SMEs, should perceive coopetition as part of their overall set of possible business 

strategies. The study argues that coopetition can improve and facilitate the exchange of 

information, knowledge, resources, and capabilities between firms, which can lead to 

greater access to complementary resources, capabilities, knowledge, and technological 

opportunities, as well as cost- and risk-sharing opportunities.  

Further, coopetition may be useful to achieve better performance, stronger 

innovativeness, and overall higher competitiveness. In fact, choosing the right competitor 

for cooperation can be a crucial escape route for resource-constrained, less innovative 

firms.  

2. Understand coopetition as a “double-edged sword” since it comes along with 

both potential benefits and risks. 

 

Second, the thesis underlines the nature of coopetition as a “double-edged sword” as the 

publications illustrated that coopetition can be a beneficial yet risky strategy for different 

firm types. While significant benefits may include exchange mechanisms for sharing 

resources and knowledge; reducing costs and risks; and increasing innovativeness and 

competitiveness, the risks of opportunism, knowledge leakage, and (too) strong 

interdependencies should not be neglected.  
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These dangers can impede the positive effect of coopetition by creating imbalanced 

relationships between the coopeting partners. Hence, although the benefits of coopetition 

may be tempting, the risks must be considered, because they may harm coopetitors in the 

long run. As such, firm owners and managers are recommended to carefully explore all 

possible benefits and risks before forming cooperative ties with competitors. 

3. Understand that the families’ influence in family SMEs’ ownership, 

management and/or governance can have significant repercussions for the firms’ 

innovation activities through family members’ SEW objectives. 

 

Third, this thesis illustrates that business managers in family firms, whether they are 

internal or external to the family, are encouraged to acknowledge and understand the 

potential influence of firm-owning families on the firms’ strategies. Because they 

typically tend to be involved in ownership, management, and governance, managers in 

family SMEs should carefully think about how family influence can determine the firms’ 

business practices and strategies such as, for instance, their coopetition decision. They 

need to understand how the characteristics of family SMEs influence the management 

and organisation of innovation.  

In this line, it is worth noting that the best practices which are often reported in business 

or innovation management studies and textbooks should not be taken for granted when 

managing family SMEs, as those practices have to meet the special characteristics of 

family-owned firms and thus have to be revised according to this unique context. Further, 

managers in family firms and family SMEs must recognise and learn how to manage the 

families’ objectives, including their SEW goals.  

5.4 Limitations  

When interpreting the findings of this thesis, some limiting factors should be 

acknowledged. First, the systematic literature reviews (Publications 1 and 5), the citation 

analysis (Publication 5), as well as the meta-analysis (Publication 2) included in this thesis 

could be disapproved for not taking into account all significant contributions on the 

respective research topics. Therefore, a comprehensive and rigorous selection procedure 

guided the systematic data collection and facilitated the development of a literature 

sample representing as completely as possible the existing knowledge and important 

thoughts regarding coopetition and family firm innovation. Thus, the likelihood of having 

ignored important work that would have strongly changed the key insights and 

conclusions is limited.  

Nevertheless, it should not be ignored that the literature sample of the systematic review 

in Publication 1, the systematic literature review on coopetition, was not aimed to be 

representative in general but to enable a synthesis of coopetition research published in 
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highly ranked academic journals. As such, the sample was obtained by applying a quality 

threshold in the data collection process through which only peer-reviewed journal articles 

published in journals ranked at least at level “C” in at least one of the three top journal 

rankings were kept in the sample. This approach can be criticised since this process may 

have excluded research on coopetition that contributed to the growing recognition of the 

field over the last two decades but has not been published in highly ranked journals. Given 

the young and emerging nature of coopetition research, several important contributions 

may have been presented during special conference tracks or workshops, and have been 

published in edited books (Bengtsson & Raza-Ullah, 2016) or lower ranked journals 

which then paved the way for coopetition research being published over time in more 

established and higher ranked journals. As such, excluding articles published in lower 

ranked journals from the literature sample constrains the validity and informative value 

of the literature review and should be acknowledged when interpreting the results of 

Publication 1. 

Relatedly, the literature sample of publication 2 was limited in the sense that only those 

quantitative contributions could be included in the meta-analysis which presented 

sufficiently detailed information on the respective sample(s), method(s), and empirical 

result(s). However, to maximise the number of included articles, author(s) were contacted 

when some of this information was missing.  

Fourth, the objectivity of the literature analyses presented in the systematic reviews 

should be discussed. When conducting literature reviews, the data identification, the 

choice of the main themes, as well as the interpretation of the findings are led by the 

researchers’ subjective assessments. Other scholars might have analysed and interpreted 

the literature base differently, according to their individual and subjective understanding. 

To deal with the issue of lacking objectivity, the multiple assessor method (Ryan, 1999) 

was applied and teams of researchers were involved in the different steps of the literature 

reviews. The team members individually read and assessed the literature base before 

discussing the assessments and finding agreement in the group.  

A fifth limitation concerns the bibliometric citation analysis method. This limitation 

stems from the assumption that “references cited by an author are a roughly indicator of 

influence on his work” (Cole & Cole, 1972, p. 369). The reliability of citations as 

influence indicators of scientific work has been openly doubted by critics of this method 

and protagonists defended their method by recognising the possible problems associated 

with this type of analysis (MacRoberts & MacRoberts, 1989; Cole & Cole, 1974). 

Problems which should not be neglected when conducting citation analyses and 

interpreting their results include, for instance, formal influences that are not cited, biased 

citing, self-citing, different citation types, citation rate variations, and technical 

limitations of citation analyses (MacRoberts & MacRoberts, 1989). It should be noted 

that not all problems are equally severe for all kind of research fields or theories 

(MacRoberts & MacRoberts, 1989).  
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Accordingly, when analysing the development of the literature on family firm innovation 

in Publication 5, attention has been paid to restricting especially the technical limitation 

of the analysis with a focus on synonyms, clerical errors, and coverage of the literature. 

To acknowledge synonyms and to enlarge the coverage of the identified literature, 

literature was identified based on several different but related research items in a number 

of databases. Additionally, the manual input of the data into the required excel sheet 

allowed to check the data on persistency and to minimise citation or spelling errors.  

Sixth, another limitation refers to the set of applied research methods. Although 

Publication 2 tests and verifies existing findings on antecedents and consequences of 

coopetition by means of a meta-analysis, i.e. a statistical synthesis, the publications on 

coopetition in SMEs, young SMEs, and family SMEs rely on qualitative case studies 

(Publications 3, 4, and 6 respectively). Although these publications’ findings represent 

additional valuable insights into the nature of coopetition among different resource- and 

knowledge-constrained firms, quantitative research would be needed to provide deeper 

insights into the identified relationships.  

Seventh, empirical data was collected in the French, Austrian, and German markets 

(Publications 3, 4, 6 respectively). This thesis thus focused primarily on European 

countries and Western cultures. Since strategic decisions like innovation are influenced 

by cultural factors (Hayton et al., 2002), the conclusions derived from these samples may 

not apply in the same way to firms operating in other cultural or national environments 

such as the American or Asian markets.  

Finally, a similar limitation concerns the studied industries since the empirical 

publications focusing on coopetition followed a rather limited approach. These 

publications analysed the wine sector (Publication 3), innovative industries (Publication 

4), in particular, ISIC sections C (manufacturing) and J (information and communication), 

and the IT industry (Publication 6). Therefore, the derived results may not hold true to 

the same extent in other industries. For instance, the conclusions drawn in Publications 4 

and 6 may be specific to knowledge-intensive industries in which firms tend to rely on 

innovation. Given the dynamic nature of this industry, the short product life cycles of 

many high-tech innovations and the crucial relevance of novel technologies, firms 

operating in these industries may be practically obliged to share information, knowledge 

and resources with their competitors through cooperative agreements. Hence, for these 

firms, coopetition may be even more important than for firms in other industries. 

Regarding the French wine industry analysed in Publication 3, it should be noted that the 

particularly turbulent environment and the high risk of failure in this industry probably 

served as an impetus for the SMEs’ engagement in coopetition. In light of the economic 

crisis, cooperative partnerships with rivals represented an inevitable strategy to many 

SMEs in this sector. As a consequence, these industry backgrounds should be kept in 

mind when attempting to apply the insights to other industry environments.  
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5.5 Suggestions for Future Research  

This thesis sought to assess whether and how coopetition can be beneficial for innovation 

in SMEs. Although the conceptual and empirical findings deepen the understanding of 

the implications of coopetition for SMEs’ innovation, they also offer multiple avenues 

for future research.  

Innovation is becoming increasingly critical for the economic success of different firm 

types. Hence, research is needed that exposes effective instruments to promote 

innovation. Coopetition has frequently been suggested as a major source of innovation 

due to the facilitated exchange of resources and knowledge. In the particular settings of 

SMEs, including young SMEs and family SMEs, however, prior research has not been 

detailed enough to determine the role of coopetition in innovation. This study 

systematically reviewed existing coopetition research and provided insights into the 

coopetition and innovation relationship in different SME settings.  

Future studies could take the presented findings on coopetition as a building block to 

further develop the understanding of the implications of coopetition for innovation in 

different settings. Although this thesis presented valuable insights on coopetition in 

SMEs, it could be beneficial to further develop the understanding of the differences in 

coopetition in these distinct contexts by means of additional qualitative and quantitative 

work. As such, the nature of coopetition among young SMEs or the potential influence 

of firm-owning families on larger family firms’ decision to coopete are potential areas of 

study. In the former setting, it could be valuable to analyse the impact of the founders’ 

personal characteristics and preferences on the start-up's coopetitive behaviours, because 

founders are said to influence their firms’ strategies. In the latter case, it could be 

interesting to examine whether these organisations’ different command and governance 

structures and their limited involvement of family members result in a different 

coopetition pattern. Also, a stronger focus could be put on the potential risk associated 

with coopetition and how this can be mitigated through things like governance 

mechanisms. Finally, research could explore the effect of coopetition on different types 

of innovation, such as open innovation or social innovation. The following research 

questions represent an impetus for future studies: 

 How can young SMEs coopete with each other?  

 How do the characteristics and preferences of start-up founders influence their 

firms’ coopetition behaviour? Which personal capabilities do these founders 

need to be able to manage cooperative and competitive ties simultaneously? 

Which leadership styles facilitate coopetition in this context?  

 How does family involvement in ownership, management, and governance 

influence the strategic decision to engage in coopetition in the setting of larger 

family firms? Which personal capabilities do these founders need to be able to 

manage cooperative and competitive ties simultaneously? Which leadership 

styles facilitate coopetition in this context? 
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 What are the dangers of coopetition for SMEs, young SMEs, and family SMEs? 

How can they be counteracted through governance mechanisms?  

 What are the implications of coopetition for different types of innovation, 

including product and process, radical and incremental, open, and social 

innovation? How can coopetition be beneficial in these contexts? Moreover, 

which risks need to be taken into account?  

 

Furthermore, findings on the innovation of family SMEs have been ambiguous and 

contradictory (De Massis et al., 2013), however, the effect of the family members’ 

involvement in ownership, management, and governance on innovation has rarely been 

doubted. This study has reviewed existing research on family firm innovation and 

presented findings on the relationships between the firm-owning families’ non-economic, 

socioemotional goals and the family SMEs’ readiness for innovation.  

Further studies could build upon these findings by analysing similar relationships in 

different contexts. First, this thesis has studied family SMEs, completely neglecting their 

larger counterparts, even though they may behave differently. In conducting similar 

studies with samples of large family firms, the differences in behaviour between small, 

medium, and large family-led organisations can be explored. Second, scholars could 

examine these relationships in different geographical and cultural contexts. Since 

innovation may be bound to cultural influences (Hayton et al., 2002), national and cultural 

contingencies are likely to be of significance. Third, Publications 3, 4 and 6 examined 

coopetition in the Austrian innovative industries, French wine industry and the German 

IT industry respectively. It can thus be expected that industry specificities partly 

influenced the findings. It would be interesting to see whether or not similar results can 

be found in different industries. Future studies should also extend the work on SEW and 

its implications for the innovativeness of family SMEs and larger family firms. When 

possible, future research should consider the individual as well as combined impact of 

SEW dimensions on innovation to discover the potentially different effects of the single 

SEW components. As such, the following research questions could be applied:  

 How can large family firms improve their innovativeness through SEW and 

coopetition? Are there any differences between family SMEs and their larger 

counterparts?  

 How do national and cultural contingencies influence the relationship between 

family SMEs’ and larger family firms’ innovativeness, SEW, and coopetition? 

How do industry effects influence the relationship between family SMEs’ and 

larger family firms’ innovativeness, SEW, and coopetition?  

 How does the effect of the single SEW dimensions on innovativeness differ 

compared to the aggregated SEW effect? How can family SMEs counteract the 

potential negative effects of some SEW dimensions on innovation?  
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