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SPOLUPRACOVAT NEBO SOUTĚŽIT? 
 

INVESTIGATING THE ’COMPETE OR COOPERATE’ DILEMMA 
 

Hilda Hurta 
 
 
Anotace: 
Tento článek se zabývá nejaktuálnějšími názory na problematiku vztahu zaměstnanců  
a zaměstnavatelů a zda k vyšší efektivitě vede spolupráce nebo soutěživost. Příspěvek 
prezentuje pozitivní a negativní efekty konkurence mezi- a uvnitř společnosti, výhody  
a nevýhody spolupráce. Příspěvek je také posuzován ze sociologického hlediska, kdy je brán 
do úvahy lidský faktor.  
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Abstract: 
This paper investigating the latest opinions about the dilemma whether the workers and the 
companies should compete or cooperate each other for the higher efficiency. The study 
presents positive and negative effects of the inter-, and intra-company competition, 
advantages and disadvantages of cooperation as well as the human factors influencing them 
and sociological considerations. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Competition and cooperation are two driving forces for the advancement of human 
civilization. Any one who is not interested in competition or cooperation will be left out and 
left behind. The competition is presented as both inevitable and desirable: inevitable because 
the rest of the world will compete against us even if we don't compete against them; desirable 
because competition guarantees the most efficient production and therefore lowest prices and 
best quality products. (Myers, 1997) Competition is in order when there is not enough room 
for everyone to be a winner, and therefore, competition is to separate winners from losers. On 
the other hand, cooperation is the only driving force that will make every participant a winner. 
 
OPINIONS OF THE DILEMMA: COMPETE OR COOPERATE 
Competition serves to conjure up images of conflict, atomised individualism, selfishness, dog-
eat-dog behaviour and the survival of the fittest. Cooperation suggests the opposite, namely 
harmony, community, benevolence, caring, sharing, and everything generally warm and 
uplifting. The study presents the two concepts as usually used, then later on the essay presents 
numerous definitions and views about competition and cooperation.  

What is competition? It is not something that can be formulated, according to Small 
(2005). He said: if there is a known way to win then there can be no competition. Competition 
is about playing strategic games and these games come in two different forms: zero sum 
games and non zero sum games. Zero sum means that if you take away the losses of the losers 
from the winnings of the winners the result is zero. In other words, winners win what losers 
lose. But, not all games are zero sum games. There are games where winners win more than 
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the losers lose. There are games where losers lose more than the winners win. These types of 
games are called non zero sum games because if you take away the losses of the losers from 
the winnings of the winners the answer is not zero. Non zero sum games include games where 
all the competitors lose, or, all the competitors win. 

What is cooperation? It refers to the practice of people or greater entities working in 
common with commonly agreed-upon goals and possibly methods, instead of working 
separately in competition. Cooperation is the antithesis of competition, as said usually, 
however, the need or desire to compete with others is a very common impetus that motivates 
individuals to organize into a group and cooperate with each other in order to form a stronger 
competitive force. Many people support cooperation as the ideal form of management of 
human affairs. In terms of individuals obtaining goods and services, rather than resorting to 
theft or confiscation, they may cooperate by trading with each other or by altruistic sharing. 

How the view has changed about competition and cooperation in the last twenty 
years? The study in this section delineates the scientists’ workmanships about the dilemma 
from several approaches which is more efficient in the workplace, to make the employees 
compete or cooperate. 

In its most fundamental sense, – wrote Leffler (1985) – competition is ubiquitous to all 
economic systems. All forms of striving to enhance one's situation are competition. Indeed, 
there is competition wherever there is self-interest and scarcity. In this broad sense, neither 
government nor business policies affect the presence of competition, for neither self-interest 
nor scarcity is eliminated. The forms that competition takes are, however, innumerable. The 
laws and rules of business conduct cannot increase or decrease competition, but they can and 
do alter the forms in which competition occurs. „My topic today is the notion that we have 
become more competitive and individualistic as a result of the reforms, and no longer 
cooperate as well as we used to.” – wrote Kerr almost twelve years after Leffer, in 1997, 
however this perception started to change in the early nineties. Scientists separeted wheter the 
competitive or the cooperative strategy is suitable. 

Drago and Turnbull (1991) in their study examined promotion systems which are 
competitive or non-competitive. They introduced helping technologies where some aid to 
coworkers is efficient and consider various worker bargaining strategies. It was shown that 
the competitive scheme consistently prevents helping efforts, while the non-competitive 
scheme induces an efficient allocation of effort if workers bargain over help. Because the non-
competitive scheme is less risky, it may dominate the competitive scheme even if workers do 
not help each other. If workers bargain over help, the non-competitive scheme will typically 
enhance welfare. Their analysis of promotion schemes suggests that firms which foster inter-
worker competition for promotions cannot expect workers to help one another, while non-
competitive schemes promote helping efforts if workers engage in at least partial effort 
bargaining. Therefore, in workplaces where help is efficient, competitive promotion schemes 
will be inefficient, while firms using non-competitive schemes will achieve efficiency by 
promoting inter-worker cooperation. 

Myers’ estimate at the same period was that there has never been capitalism anywhere 
without competition between workers and capitalists. In every company, there is competition 
between owners and workers over how the company's income is divided between wages and 
profits: the more that goes to one side, the less there is for the other. Most company 
managements try to deny this. They tell workers to cooperate with them instead of competing; 
then the company will be successful in competing against other companies and there will be 
“more for everyone”. But if workers stop competing for a larger share of the company's 
income, it just makes it easier for the owners to take more and they can be counted on to do it. 
There is certainly no guarantee (or even likelihood) that the successful owners, out of 
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gratitude, will share their success with their workers. (Myers, 1997) So doubts have emerged 
about cooperation at the end of nineties. 

Bandiera, Barankay and Rasul (2004) in their study used personnel data to identify the 
determinants and the motives of cooperative behavior in the workplace. They measured 
workers’ productivity under a relative incentive scheme, where there are gains to workers 
choosing their efforts cooperatively, and then under piece rates, where there are no gains to 
cooperation. Using daily variation in group composition, they found that under relative 
incentives, workers cooperate more when they work in smaller groups, with coworkers of the 
same nationality, and with coworkers of similar ability. They also found that the ability to 
communicate and monitor coworkers are key for cooperation. None of these factors affected 
worker performance under piece rates. Overall, the results suggested that it is collusion, rather 
than altruism, that drives cooperative behavior under the relative incentive scheme. The 
findings have implications for the design of incentive schemes and the organization of the 
workplace. 

According to a recent analysis (Kosfeld and Siemens, 2006) a competitive labor 
market with heterogeneous workers differ with regard to their intrinsic motivation for 
cooperation in teams. Some workers are willing to cooperate if their coworker cooperates as 
well (conditional cooperators), other workers only follow monetary incentives and hence 
never cooperate (selfish workers). A worker's type is private information and firms compete 
for workers offering wage contracts that can provide monetary incentives for individual effort 
but not for team effort. Results show that there is no pooling of workers in equilibrium but 
that workers endogenously sort into firms that differ with regard to the corporate culture of 
teamwork. While selfish workers are employed in firms that offer strong monetary incentives 
for individual effort and do not enjoy team work, conditionally cooperative workers are 
employed in firms where teamwork is observed. Moreover, asymmetric information about a 
worker's type can cause monetary incentives to be muted in firms that employ conditional 
cooperators. Interestingly, firms employing conditional cooperators can sustain positive 
profits in equilibrium, whereas competition for selfish workers drives down profits of the 
corresponding firms to zero. The reason for this result is that wage contracts for conditional 
cooperators in a separating equilibrium have to be sufficiently unattractive to selfish workers. 
This in turn may constrain a firm in paying out its profits to the workers, since if wages were 
too high selfish workers would invade the firm, cooperation would be destroyed, and the firm 
would consequently make losses. So some results show that teamwork and an intrinsic 
motivation for cooperation in firms can survive labor market competition. Furthermore, 
Kosfeld’s and Siemens’s model provides a theoretical rationale for the endogenous emergence 
and stability of different corporate cultures. 

Much of the fundamentals in the field of the cooperations of firms were established 
with the seminal edited volume by Contractor and Lorange (1988a) on co-operative strategies 
in international business, with contributions from Buckley and Casson (1988) on a “theory of 
co-operation”, Contractor and Lorange (1988b) on “the strategy and economic basis for 
cooperative ventures”, Harrigan on “partner asymmetries” – among other positional papers in 
the same volume. The research in the field was marked also by contributions from 
Cunningham and Calligan (1991) on “competitiveness through networks of relationships”, 
Hamel (1991) on “inter-partner learning in strategic alliances”, Auster (1994) on “theoretical 
perspectives on inter-organisational linkages”, Gulati (1995a) on “the relationship between 
repeated transactions and trust”, Doz (1996) on the “learning processes in strategic alliances”, 
and on “management of collaborations in technology based product markets”. 

What are the opinions of the everyday actors? In this section the study presents a few 
opinions from real participants of the economy. This is important because the essay showed 
only the scientists views about the topic, but there is an other prospect. The picture what we 
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can really see in a workplace. Are there any correspondences with the theories, or are there 
any strong oppositions? 

„Research has consistently shown that competition: induces the use of tactics of 
coercion, threat, or deception; attempts to enhance the power differences between oneself and 
the other; poor communication, minimization of the awareness of similarities in values and 
increased sensitivity to opposed interests; fosters suspicious and hostile attitudes; increases 
the importance, rigidity, and size of the issues in conflict. In contrast, cooperation and 
cooperative tasks or reward structures induce: a perceived similarity in beliefs and attitudes; a 
readiness to be helpful; openness in communication; trusting and friendly attitudes; sensitivity 
to common interests; a de-emphasis to opposed interests; an orientation to enhancing mutual 
power rather than power differences.” – polarized the scientists’ definitions Hubble (2005). 
So what are the non-scientists views about the competition and cooperation in the workplace? 

Several article claims that conflict is a naturally occurring phenomenon that has both 
constructive and destructive potential, depending on how it is managed. Engaging in conflict 
tends to generate anxiety in many people who associate it with negative or violent outcomes, 
which leads to fight or flight responses. In fact, conflict can provide an uniquely human 
opportunity to learn about ourselves and others, to motivate necessary changes in the status 
quo, to challenge obsolete ways of thinking, relating, working, and to innovate. (Figyelőnet, 
2005; Huble, 2005) This is an idea, what is opposite of the searched ones and an other opinion 
is in harmony with these statements, what claims that avoidance of conflicts reduces 
motivation and in long term it effects efficiency as well. (Világgazdaság, 2005) Competition 
in turn can be efficient as well, not just cooperation, because mobilizes people’s energy, and 
gives aims (Lovas, 2006). Although this statement is in correspondence with the scientists’ 
views, these elements were not involved into the research in this topic. 

So some of the articles shows that we should not take the competition, cooperation and 
conflicts so seriously as the scientists claims, some presents exactly the opposite. There exist 
a statement according to which the total lack of competition is ruining, but at the same time, 
even the competition itself may be fatal. (HVG, 2006) An other statement emphasizing that 
negligence of the cooperation between the partners what causes measurable damages in 
material resources, is in harmony with this (HVG, 2004). At the same time competition is 
indispensable among employed people which, however, sets limits to cooperation, and 
competitiveness is influenced by psychological factors of human behavior. McCornick (2006) 
claims that nobody has taught persons to carefully consider where they want to compete and 
where they want to cooperate. 

Is there any other way not just compete or cooperate? The study investigated the two 
driving forces, competition and cooperation, separately, so far. But the field of management is 
currently facing a number of new challenges which find their origins in the restless dynamics 
of environmental change and firms strategic action and thinking. As a result, they needed to 
adapt and integrate existing theoretical lenses and conceptual categories or develop entirely 
new ones. In this vein, the concept of coopetition has been introduced in 1996 to further the 
new requirements of competing via collaboration. This is a business situation in which 
independent parties cooperate with one another and coordinate their activities, thereby 
collaborating to achieve mutual goals, but at the same time compete with each other as well as 
with other firms. The basic philosophy underlying coopetitive business relationships is that all 
industrial management activities should aim for the establishment of mutually beneficial 
partnership relationships with other actors in the system, including competitors (Zineldin, 
1998, 2000). For instance, two participants might establish a strategic alliance for product 
development and innovation and at the same time compete with each other in the marketing of 
the collaboratively developed products. Coopetition thus implies that actors can interact in 
rivalry due to conflicting interests, and at the same time cooperate due to common interests 
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(Bengtsson and Kock, 2000/a). The central, overarching goal is to create mutually beneficial 
exchanges and added value. Hensler (2000) describes as “a myth” the notion that competition 
is an inevitable, productive, enjoyable and character-building part of human nature. 

Reiss (2003) in his study stated that hypercompetition and coopetition represent the 
essence of complexity requirements in the New Economy context. Coopetition represents a 
challenging mix of competition and cooperation due to loose network structures which do not 
exclude multiple engagements in different networks (Brandenberger, Nalebuff 1996; 
Bengtsson, Kock 2000/b; Reiss, Beck 2000). The combination "Hyper-Coopetition" 
represents an extremely challenging complexity load. (Reiss, 2003) 

A non-scientist opinion (Pellin, 1998) expects the trend – "working with the enemy," 
as some describe it – to continue. The term "coopetition" is being thrown around freely in 
"executive-speak," is now commonly used to describe a person's or group's ability to handle 
increased workload at the office. The New Economic Index described the notion as 
collaboration among competitors. Battista, Padula (2002) said, that this is a hybrid behaviour. 
Free-market competition is often described according to Muck and Mystery (2004) as 
“cutthroat” and “wasteful.” “Dog-eats-dog” rivalries are fueled by “greedy self-interests” 
operating according to “the law of the jungle” in which “survival of the fittest” is the only 
rule. In contrast, government regulation is said to have the potential to promote genuine 
cooperation in which citizens “pull together” to advance the common good. On the rhetorical 
battlefield, “competition” is too often out-gunned by “cooperation.” Lawrol (2004) pleads in 
harmony with Reiss (2003) that coopetition is the industry’s answer to developing complex 
solutions to today’s complex problems but at the same time “you certainly get to know your 
competitors better, and you do run the risk that in the next effort where you’re competing 
against them you know more about them … and they know more about you. This hasn’t been 
as problematic as you might think, but if a relationship has gone sour, you have insight into 
their weaknesses”. So the actors of the ecomomy have different view from the scientific one. 
 
CONCLUSION 

What is the activating force that organizes economic affairs? The social side of human 
nature means that competition alone is not sufficient because competition is the expression of 
human individuality. Cooperation, which gives expression to human sociality, is the other 
one.  

In the last twenty years the academic view has changed about whether we should 
compete or cooperate for the higher efficiency. But there are things what are not involved to 
researches, but exist in the everyday life, competition can mobilize people’s energy, and gives 
aims to them. At the same time competition can be fatal or causes measurable damages in 
material resources, on the other hand the total lack of competition again can be ruining. 

There exist a new notion, according to which different independent partners can 
cooperate and compete at the same time with each other. Coopetition is a very popular 
solution for the present complex problems. But according to the everyday people it is not sure, 
that „working with the enemy” can run. 
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