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Abstract

Purpose –Corporate responsibility and sustainability (CRS) have emerged as an important topic today. At the
same time, alliances and coopetition arrangements, as vehicles for inter-firm collaboration have been shown to
support firm performance. Still, there has been a lack of research into how coopetition (collaboration with
competing firms) in this area may support firm performance.
Design/methodology/approach – This study aims to untangle the relationship between coopetition
arrangements including CRS and firm performance. Themodel permits garnering social performance, which is
a key to CRS, and to move beyond the traditional view of the coopetition–firm–economic–performance
relationship. This study is based on a survey and primary data from 215 firms in Australia. This study uses
multiple indicators for the concepts. Relationships are estimated by multiple regression analyses.
Findings –Using survey data from 215 firms inAustralia, the research findings confirm that coopetition in CRS
can lead to improved firm performance, both in relation to financial and social performances. However, the
association between coopetition in CRS and financial performance loses its significancewhen social performances
is introduced as an additional control variable. Further, stakeholder attributes (i.e., effective power and legitimate
stake) moderate the relationship between coopetition in CRS and firm financial performance. However, there was
no evidence of moderation for the coopetition in CRS – firm social performance relationship.
Research limitations/implications – This study contributes to both coopetition and corporate social
responsibility research. This study demonstrates that improved firm performance may be achieved through
the promotion of CRS initiatives when a coopetitive approach is adopted, particularly where an understanding
of stakeholder attributes is also evident. Firms do not need to shoulder corporate social responsibility alone.
They need to find well-fitting partners. There are new ways to improve sustainability in terms of nature and
human relationships.
Practical implications – Firms do not need to shoulder Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) alone. They
need to find well-fitting partners.
Originality/value – This study provides very novel insights by having integrated the literature on
coopetition, corporate social responsibility and sustainability resulting in a new conceptual framework that
combines coopetition in CRS and performance. The new conceptual framework has both practical and research
implications for coopetition in CRS and firm performance.
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Introduction
Commitment by firms to the advancement of the United Nations sustainable development
goals (SDGs) created in 2015 has been one of the drivers leading to the unification of corporate
social responsibility and sustainable development (Ike et al., 2019). Sustainable development
focuses on value creation, environmental management, environmentally friendly production
systems, human capital management and so forth, whereas corporate social responsibility
has been associated with the communal aspect of people and organizations. It covers topics
such as “transparency, stakeholder dialogue and sustainability reporting” (Marrewijk, 2003,
p. 102). This unification has resulted in the term corporate responsibility and sustainability
(CRS), which along with political support has led to more firms engaging in social
responsibility and sustainability practices to improve the social and environmental
consequences of their business activities (Ashrafi et al., 2018). CRS is defined as a business
approach that contributes to sustainable development by delivering economic, social and
environmental benefits for all stakeholders. CRS still are diverse, fragmented and
incongruent (Vilanova et al., 2009), and the reporting of many firms has been inconclusive
(Porter and Kramer, 2006, 2011; Bansal and Song, 2017). Furthermore, the potentially high
investments of firms in CRS demand a positive appreciation of these by their stakeholders.
For achieving synergies on their investments and on stakeholder impact, firms might
simultaneously collaborate with their competitors, hence enter inter coopetition (Bouncken
and Fredrich, 2016a; Gnyawali and Park, 2011) on CRS. While the adoption of inter-firm
coopetition (i.e., simultaneous collaboration and competition, Bengtsson and Kock, 2014) as a
strategy to enhance financial performance is increasingly shown as a powerful strategy to
improve market power (Gnyawali and Park, 2011) or innovation (Bouncken and Fredrich,
2016b), its strategic value with regard to improving CRS outcomes remains untested to date.
It is proposed that coopetition is more critical in relation to CRS activities than business as
usual. This is due to the importance of sustainability standards or an index, the need for
significant technology investments in R&D with uncertain returns, the presence of urgency
around the sustainability issue, the need to effectively communicate with regulators and
other stakeholders on public policy and achieving the required level of corporate-level
sustainability performance. Therefore, understanding coopetition in relation to CRS activities
is of paramount importance. As emphasized by Christ et al. (2017) and Scandelius and Cohen
(2016) who suggest considering coopetition in relation to sustainability, the main question is
if coopetition with CRS might improve firm performance.

Accordingly, the purpose of the current study is to inform research on coopetition with the
specificities set out by CRS research (Christ et al., 2017). Garnering social performance, which
is a key to CRS, moves beyond the traditional view of the coopetition–firm–economic–
performance relationship (Manzhynski and Figge, 2020; Gnyawali and Park, 2011; Luo et al.,
2007). Concordantly, other researchers have claimed a broader perspective that includes both
financial and non-financial dimensions (Adams et al., 2016). However, non-financial
performance outcomes, such as social performance, tend to be overlooked in inter-firm
coopetition research (Kumar et al., 2020, 2023; Luo et al., 2007). It nuances our research
purpose to investigate the relationship concerning coopetition in CRS and stakeholder
relational attributes with both firm’s financial and social performance.

The theoretical framework underpinning this study is based on the stakeholder
perspective and its association with the coopetition, corporate social responsibility and
sustainability literature.

The fundamental rationale is that by collaborating, competitors can share ideas and
information, resulting in the creation of fresh knowledge required for innovation and long-
term performance. The stakeholder viewpoint is concerned with relational attributes such as
“effective power” and “legitimate stake” (Alsos et al., 2011), which are used as explanatory
variables in this study to influence the outcomes of coopetition (Akpinar and Vincze, 2016).
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More specifically, this study investigates the direct influence of coopetition in CRS on firm
performance, as well as the moderating effects of stakeholder attributes on the effectiveness
of coopetition in CRS and the firm–performance relationship.

Our study is based on 215 listed firms in Australia, at the forefront committing to
incorporate sustainability into their everyday operations (Christmas andWebster, 2016). Our
findings indicate that coopetition in CRS activities leads to improved financial and social firm
performances. Stakeholder attributes were also found to positively moderate the relationship
between coopetition in CRS and firm financial performance. However, there was no evidence
of moderation for the coopetition in CRS–firm social performance relationship.

In general, our findings contribute to answering the call for research to explore the
measures of stakeholder attributes and quantitatively examine their roles in coopetition
(Manzhynski and Figge, 2020; Akpinar and Vincze, 2016; Christ et al., 2017). We contribute to
the coopetition literature by providing evidence that coopetition in CRS positively affects firm
performance and stakeholder attributes moderate the relationship between coopetition in
CRS and firm financial performance. Our insights and novel framework (see Figure 1) have
both practical and research implications for coopetition in CRS and firm performance. The
research findings advocate that managers should consider coopetition as a strategy for
managing corporate social responsibility and sustainability activities as a way of improving
their firm’s sustainability performance.

Theoretical framework
The current study follows stakeholder perspective and its association with the coopetition,
sustainability and corporate social responsibility literature to analyse the potential
relationships among coopetition in CRS and firm performance. Coopetition occurs in many
different motives and forms (Bengtsson and Raza-Ullah, 2016). Coopetitionmight occur on an
inter-firm level or even include several firms in an industry towards an industry-level
coopetition. Upon coopetition in CRS, industry-level associations have been documented
revealing the agreement on a common target(s) among diverse firms. In contrast, little is
known on firm-level coopetition on CRS, which is exposed to greater tensions, increasing
further when innovation and knowledge exchanges are included. Stakeholder theory is based
on the inherent assumption that all businesses have stakeholders and managing them
appropriately can help reduce risk and improve all companies’ social responsibility (Akpinar

Figure 1.
Coopetition in relation
to CRS

IJEBR
30,1

130



and Vincze, 2016). It is also consistent with value maximization or the value-seeking
behaviour of firms of all sizes (Crick and Crick, 2023; Bouncken et al., 2020) and that the
relationship between coopetition in CRS and firm performance may be based on the notion of
“stakeholder value maximization” (Christ et al., 2017; Volschenk et al., 2016). When studying
coopetition from a stakeholder perspective it is necessary to consider relational attributes,
such as power and stake because explanatory variables affecting both the types and
outcomes are associated with it (Akpinar and Vincze, 2016). These two relational attributes
are potentially coopetitive as stakeholders simultaneously compete and cooperate with the
firm (Akpinar and Vincze, 2016). Although the role of stakeholders in coopetition has been
acknowledged (Volschenk et al., 2016), similarities between the coopetition and stakeholder
perspectives have been limited thus far (Bengtsson and Kock, 2014). Among the theoretical
perspectives associated with coopetition, it is proposed that the stakeholder perspective best
explains the creation and appropriation of socio-environmental value (Volschenk et al., 2016).

In the strategy literature, corporate social responsibility is well-established, whereas
corporate social responsibility and firm financial performance have been investigated
separately in relation to collaborative (Austin and Seitanidi, 2012) or competitive interactions
(Kemper et al., 2013). Clearly, many organizations interact with competitors and other
stakeholders across the value chain to address economic, social and environmental concerns
(Crick et al., 2023; Luo et al., 2016). However, previous research has not considered inter-firm
coopetition for achieving CRS. Corporate social responsibility/sustainability has emerged as
an important component of corporate success and appears to be significant to competitive
differentiation (Cygler et al., 2018). As a result, a corporation’s participation in corporate social
responsibility and sustainability practices may result in improved firm performance, both
financially and socially (Adams et al., 2016). In certain situations, competitive collaboration
for corporate social responsibility/sustainability has resulted in initiatives like economic
regeneration, social inclusion and ethical business practices (Grayson, 2007). Other
sustainable activities include the development of low-carbon fuel cell facilities, the
sourcing of conflict-free minerals and the development of solutions that promote economic
growthwhileminimizing environmental effect (Luo et al., 2016). Firms that build and promote
corporate social responsibility/sustainability instruments by establishing reporting
standards or guidelines have coopetitive interactions (Gibassier, 2015). As a result,
collaboration can drive sustainability and improve products and services (Christ et al.,
2017; Cygler et al., 2018). To meet the aforementioned goals, the current study combines
coopetition and CRS.

Hypotheses
Coopetition in CRS
As aforementioned, coopetition is considered to be a source of “economic benefit” for all
types of firms, including multinationals (Gnyawali and Park, 2011) and SMEs (Thomas
et al., 2013; Gnyawali and Park, 2009). Prior studies examining the impact of coopetition on
business performance have identified positive outcomes in coopetitive relationships
(Kumar et al., 2017; Ritala, 2012). Hence, one might assume that coopetition would also
improve financial and non-financial gains related to CRS, resulting in increasing the pie,
greater market power, and as a general facilitator the knowledge creation which is
necessary for innovation but also sustainable development (Christ et al., 2017; Gnyawali
and Park, 2011). However, also some authors reported negative relationship, especially
when related to innovation and coopetition (e.g., Kim and Parkhe, 2009; Nieto and
Santamar�ıa, 2007). These authors questioned the positive aspects of coopetition especially
because of the threats associated with knowledge leakage, which puts the value creation
and value capture from innovation at danger (Deist et al., 2023; Volschenk et al., 2016). Still,
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CRS might be less related to risks of proprietary knowledge loss in innovation. Hence, the
negative side of coopetition might be less present for CRS than in traditional product
innovation-directed coopetition projects (Crick and Crick, 2021). In addition, coopetition has
been associated with cognitive and emotional tensions (Fernandez and Chiambaretto,
2016). These tensionsmight be present in all coopetition endeavours, maybe even particular
high when coopetition is about social influences which might be seen differently from
different firms and which might also hit “emotional buttons” of the involved persons. Yet,
the common and important goals related to CRS might improve coherence and agreement
among firms. Hence, we assume that coopetition increases both social and financial
performance because of the merits related to shared resources and knowledge, the positive
effects by joined market power, the low likelihood of strong disagreement and the uniting
force by common social goals between firms. Based on the above discussion, we
hypothesise:

H1A. Coopetition in CRS activities is positively associated with a firm’s financial
performance.

H1B. Coopetition in CRS activities is positively associated with a firm’s social
performance.

Stakeholder relational attributes
Stakeholder attributes, such as power and stake, potentially concern coopetitive relationships
because stakeholders simultaneously compete and cooperate with the firm (Akpinar and
Vincze, 2016). It has been suggested that supportive behaviour by stakeholders who possess
power and stake can influence firm financial performance (Peloza and Papania, 2008).
However, thus far only a limited number of studies have explored the importance of
stakeholder attributes in achieving effective corporate social and environmental performance
outcomes (Akpinar and Vincze, 2016). For CRS, it is especially the two relational attributes –
power and legitimacy – to assist in understanding of firm–stakeholder interactions. The
effects of coopetition are reportedly influenced by the relative power (Bouncken et al., 2020) in
coopetitve alliances. Co-opetitors with control over important resources and capabilities and
who are in possession of relative bargaining power can: withdraw access to important
resources; demand the fulfilment of certain conditions and build alliances with powerful third
parties (Akpinar and Vincze, 2016). Other relational attributes among firms, especially trust
can affect the outcomes in newly established coopetition projects (Bouncken et al., 2018). In
CRS, building trust and gaining legitimacy in inter-firm relationships overlap conceptually if
a degree of shared vision and risk in the joint investment is assumed (Saenz, 2019). Therefore,
coopetitors must have a legitimate claim to be considered a stakeholder and to reap benefits
from coopetition (Bouncken et al., 2018).

Coopetition and stakeholder effective power
Where coopetition is concerned, when stakeholders hold relatively high levels of effective
power it is anticipated that they will bring resource-rich, core-competences and
complementary capabilities into the collaborative relationship (H€orisch et al., 2014). For
example, resource-rich collaborators (in coopetitive relationships) would be able to support
the innovative capabilities necessary for sustainable product and service development that,
in turn, can help the achievement of financial objectives. Coopetitive partners search for
complementarities (Bouncken et al., 2018; Gnyawali and Park, 2011). In another example,
Depeyre and Dumez (2010) found that Boeing and SAIC have complementary capabilities in
certain domains. Hence, firms can learn from each other and to create innovative products,
enabling them to be more competitive. Gnyawali and Park (2011) also proposed that

IJEBR
30,1

132



coopetition could create synergy by sharing production facilities, thus playing an important
role in firm enhancement.

Further, Eesley and Lenox (2006) argue that well-endowed stakeholder groups are likely
to be more successful in bringing about positive firm responses towards achieving social-
environmental goals. The resource dependence perspective suggests that other powerful
corporate stakeholder groups that control critical corporate resources (Pfeffer and Salancik,
1978) influence firms’ actions. The resource dependence theory posits that, as stakeholders
who have control over important resources have strong and effective power, they will gain
more benefit from coopetitive relationships. King (2008) also argues that the power of the
stakeholder influences negotiation processes. As a result, it is inferred that the greater the
availability of complementary resources/capabilities, the more likely co-opetitors will
respond positively to CRS initiatives. Thus, the presence of effective power in coopetition (in
CRS) may help improve both the financial and social performance of a firm. Accordingly, the
following hypothesis is proposed:

H2A. The degree of effective stakeholder power positively moderates the relationship
between coopetition in CRS and a firm’s financial performance.

H2B. The degree of effective stakeholder power positively moderates the relationship
between coopetition in CRS and a firm’s social performance.

Coopetition and stakeholder legitimate stake
A business must have a legitimate claim or stake in another organisation to be considered a
stakeholder in a coopetitive relationship. In a coopetitive relationship, competitors align
with Freeman’s definition of a stakeholder, as they are impacted by a firm’s operations and
the effects are typically direct (Gnyawali and Park, 2011). Peloza and Papania (2008), among
others, maintain that supportive stakeholder behaviour by those who possess a legitimate
stake leads to improved firm financial performance. However, only a limited number of
studies have explored whether stakeholder attributes influence the achievement of
effective corporate social and environmental performance outcomes (Akpinar and Vincze,
2016). Prior studies have advocated testing the moderating effect of stakeholder attributes,
such as legitimate stake in the corporate social responsibility – firm performance
relationship (Neville et al., 2011). Despite the dearth of prior empirical evidence (Agle et al.,
1999; Akpinar and Vincze, 2016), this study argues that the high legitimate stake (i.e.
pursual of mutual interests) of stakeholders can assist in the achievement of improved
financial and social performance, thereby improving the ability to influence the
coopetitive–performance relationship.

In stakeholder theory, legitimate stake “builds cumulatively over a period of time and
contributes to the gradual development of trust, which raises the potential for cooperation”
(Akpinar and Vincze, 2016, p. 55). It has been proposed that a higher legitimate stake will lead
to more collaboration, rather than competition, in the areas of stakeholder’s core-competence
(Dowling et al., 1996). As a result, a higher legitimate stake is likely to encourage
collaboration-dominated coopetition (in CRS). This, in turn, may help to develop sustainable
products and services (Luo et al., 2016), improve a firm’s financial performance (Gnyawali and
Park, 2011), social-environmental value (Volschenk et al., 2016) and overall sustainability
performance (Christ et al., 2017). Therefore, it is proposed that stakeholder groups with a
higher legitimate stake are likely to be more successful in achieving economic and social-
environmental performance than stakeholder groups with a lower legitimate stake. Based on
these propositions, it is further hypothesised:

H3A. The degree of stakeholder’s legitimate stake positively moderates the relationship
between coopetition in CRS and firm’s financial performance.
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H3B. The degree of stakeholder’s legitimate stake positively moderates the relationship
between coopetition in CRS and firm’s social performance.

Method
Sample and data
Firstly, a random sample of 1200 firms from across 11 industries in Australia was identified.
As the issues related to corporate social responsibility and sustainability are equally
important to all sectors/industries in Australia, the sample included firms from all 22 sectors.
Specifically: energy, health care, information technology, finance, materials, real estate,
industrials, utilities, communication services, consumer staples and consumer discretionary
as per the Global Industry Classification Standard (GICS). The data were collected fromApril
2019 to May 2019 using a web-enabled survey. Three qualifying questions were included in
the survey: (1) Are you a key/senior decision maker in your company? (2) Does/Has your
company participate(d) in social responsibility and sustainable development activities/
practices? and (3) Did your firm collaborate with any competing firms on social responsibility
and sustainability-related activities/practices in the year ending June 2017 or before?

The survey questionnaire was administered to alliance managers/senior executives of
private and publicly listed firms in Australia. A total of 316 responses were received, yielding
a response rate of approximately 26.3%, with 215 responses found to be useable. The
remaining 101 responses were discarded as there were too many missing values and straight
liners (i.e. responses that are nearly identical in nature) and speeders (responses identified
where questions have been answered with little or no thought). The data were collected
through a professional data collection agency, Online Research Unit (ORU) Pvt Ltd [1].

Our study’s setting in Australia was well suited to investigate our model due to the
apparent desire of Australian firms to engage in innovation through both competitive and
collaborative activities to improve corporate social responsibility and sustainability. Such
actions are evident from the scrutiny of public policy documents, such as incentives for
research and development and intellectual property exploitation in the taxation system
(Christmas and Webster, 2016). Specifically, the Australian government requires alliance
proposals formajor infrastructure projects with sustainable design (Watenpaugh, 2019). This
is because no single company is considered to be comprehensive enough to carry out the
whole project and bear the entire risk, so instead they are required to join forces and build
teams of competitors.

Measures
For this research, both established and new scales were utilised. A five-point Likert-scale was
used to capture the extent of the informant’s agreement, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to
5 (strongly agree) for “coopetition in CRS”. Similarly, for stakeholder attributes “effective
power” and “legitimate stake”, a five-point Likert-scale ranging from 1 (very low) to 5 (very
high) was utilized. The new scales on coopetition in CRS, effective power and legitimate stake
were designed in consultation with experts on the topic prior to the commencement of data
collection in 2018. The experts included 14 senior executives/managers. Next, the items and
scales were tested via a pilot study with senior executives/managers in NSW, Australia.
Finally, the survey questionnaire was administered to a range of alliance managers/senior
executives of private and publicly listed firms based in Australia. The scale developed for
coopetition in CRS was further tested by employing confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) in
order to understand how well these items represent the construct. Analysis confirmed the
item reliability measured by Cronbach’s alpha were within the acceptable rage (0.71–0.84) as
well as the convergent validity (Composite reliability (CR)≥ 0.6) ranges from 0.80 to 0.89) (see
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Table A1 and A2 for details). We followed the steps suggested by Henseler et al. (2015) to test
the latent constructs and associated discriminant validity. The results (reported in Table A3)
met the Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) criterion of discriminant validity (HTMT) ≤ 0.85 as
suggested by Henseler et al. (2015).

Independent and moderating variables. For this research study, three newly
conceptualized independent variables were utilised 1) coopetition in CRS, 2) effective
power and 3) legitimate stake. Based on the expert interview, a new scale for coopetition in
CRS was developed. The scale comprised several items following pre-testing through a pilot
study. The items were evaluated using an exploratory factor analysis to check their content
validity (see Table A1 for details). Accordingly, the final seven items used to measure
coopetition in CRS were: (1) We collaborate (with competing firms) to achieve a common
economic goal; (2) We collaborate (with competing firms) to achieve a common social goal; (3)
We collaborate (with competing firms) to achieve a common environmental goal; (4)
Integrating social, environmental and economic goals is important to us; (5) Sustainability
goals (e.g. economic, social and environmental) are achievable for firms in competitive-
collaborations; (6) Active competition with our collaborators is important to us; and (7) We
prefer a partner (competitor) who possesses complementary capabilities that directly
contribute to our firm’s value and performance. The scale of coopetition in CRSwas estimated
with a Cronbach’s alpha 0.86 –which is above the acceptable minimum (Nunnally, 1978) and
the factor loadings ranged from 0.65 to 0.81. The value of composite reliability was 0.89,
which is regarded as satisfactory (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). Moreover, the value of average
variance extracted (AVE) was 0.55 (>0.5), also considered to be in an acceptable range
(Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

In the process of researching the concept of stakeholder relational attributes in the context
of coopetition (Akpinar and Vincze, 2016) new scales were developed for effective power
(4-item scale) and legitimate stake (3-item scale) after pre-testing these items in a pilot study.
These items were further evaluated using an exploratory factor analysis to check for content
validity (see Table A1 for details). The four items used for effective power were: (1) The
degree to which your firm requires resources from competing firms; (2) The extent to which
your firm exercises control over resources when collaborating; (3) The degree to which your
firm needs to comply with its collaborating partners’ demands; and (4) The perceived relative
bargaining position of your firm in collaborative negotiations. ACronbach’s alpha of 0.73was
calculated for effective power and factor loadings ranged from 0.71 to 0.79. The composite
reliability (0.80) and AVE (0.61) values were also in the acceptable range (Bagozzi and Yi,
1988; Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

The three items associated with legitimate stake were: (1) the degree of shared vision (or
goal commonality) in your firm’s partnership; (2) the degree of shared risk in joint
investments (where applicable); and (3) the degree of common legal concerns in your firm’s
partnerships (where applicable). A Cronbach’s alpha of 0.71 was calculated for legitimate
stake – above the acceptable minimum (Nunnally, 1978) and the factor loadings ranged from
0.71 to 0.84. In addition, values related to the composite reliability (0.84) and AVE (0.64) were
regarded as satisfactory.

Dependent variables. Established scales were utilised for the dependent variables. As a
firm’s performance is multidimensional, scholars have expressed the need to use multiple
measures for analysis (Bouncken and Fredrich, 2012). Hence, firm performance was
measured focusing on a combination of objective and subjective measures. Subjective (or
perceptual) measures were used for social performance, whereas financial performance was
measured using both subjective and objective measures (such as return on assets and return
on sales).

To analyse financial performance, senior executives/managers were asked to evaluate
their firms’ competitive effectiveness for the year ending June 2018, or in the previous 3 years
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in comparison to their principal competitors’ performance with regard to: (1) growth in sales,
(2) return on investment, (3) market growth and (4) market share. The financial performance
scale was calculated with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.82 – which is above the acceptable
minimum (Nunnally, 1978) and the factor loadings ranged from 0.76 to 0.84. These itemswere
further evaluated using an EFA analysis to check their content validity (see Table A2 for
details). The value of composite reliability was 0.85, which is regarded as satisfactory
(Bagozzi and Yi, 1988). Moreover, the value of AVE was 0.69 (>0.5), considered to be in an
acceptable range (Fornell and Larcker, 1981).

A social performance measure was developed by Kinder, Lydenberg, Domini and Co., Inc.
(KLD), a financial advisory firm specializing in the assessment of corporate social
performance (CSP) (Van der Laan et al., 2008). KLD assesses companies on seven CSP
dimensions: employees, customers, investors, community, diversity, environment and human
rights. Consequently, the survey respondents were asked to evaluate their firm’s social
performance for the year ending June 2018 (or in the previous 3 years) in comparison to their
main competitors’ performance with regard to seven CSP dimensions. The social
performance scale was estimated with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.83 – above the acceptable
minimum (Nunnally, 1978). The seven itemswere further evaluated using an EFA analysis to
check their content validity (see Table A2 for details). Moreover, the composite reliability
(0.84) and AVE (0.65) values were also in an acceptable range (Bagozzi and Yi, 1988; Fornell
and Larcker, 1981).

In addition, the commonly used objective measures of firm profitability, such as return on
assets (ROA) and return on sales (ROS) were also used as proposed by Kostopoulos et al.
(2011) and Luo et al. (2007) to enable the findings to be checked for robustness. ROA is defined
as the firm’s net income divided by total assets, whereas ROS is measured as net income
divided by total revenue (sales). The data on objectivemeasures of firm financial performance
was obtained through using a web-enabled survey.

Control variables. Potential confounding variables such as firm size, industry classification,
firm affiliation to the business group (BG) and partner firm’s BG affiliations were also
controlled for. The size of the firm constitutes a critical control variable because larger firms
frequently pursue collaborations (with other competing firms) for technological innovations
(Gnyawali and Park, 2011). Based on previous research, controls were also included in relation
to the industry/sector classification (Bouncken and Fredrich, 2012). Finally, a firm affiliation to
the BG and partner firm’s BG affiliations have been controlled for because firms in coopetition
gain more if their coopetitive partner has a BG affiliation (Kumar and Dutta, 2017).

Analytical approach and models. Multiple regression analysis was used to test the
hypotheses outlined earlier. A Kolmogorov–Smirnov test confirmed the univariate normality
assumption. Further, the skewness and kurtosis of all the results were in the range of 2 3
Standard Error and Linearity was examined by scatterplots of pairs of variables
(Bhattacharyya and Cummings, 2014). We performed collinearity diagnostics by
computing variance inflation factors (VIFs), tolerance and eigenvalues for all the
independent variables, including the interaction terms. The VIF values ranged from 1.11
to a maximum of 1.38, with a mean VIF of 1.25, which indicates that multicollinearity (if the
value is less than 3.0) is not an issue. To test the hypotheses, we developed and estimated
empirical models using multiple regression.

Results
Descriptive analysis
The preliminary analysis of organizational information (in Table 1) revealed that a total of
215 firms across 11 sectors participated in the study. Approximately 75% of senior
executives/managers had less than 10 years’ experience of projects related to sustainability,
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innovation or social responsibility. Further analysis suggested that industries such as
energy, finance sector, consumer discretionary and information technology have more
coopetitive partnerships in CRS compare to communication, health care, materials and
utilities.

In Table 2, the means, standard deviations and Pearson product-moment correlations are
reported with the variables incorporated in the regression analyses.

Results
The results of the hypotheses related to the subjective measure of financial and social
performance are outlined inModels 1 and 4 in Table 3. Overall, thesemodels were statistically
significant (p< 0.001). In terms of the individual hypotheses, the coefficient for coopetition in
CRS is positive and significant (b5 0.318, p < 0.001, Model 1), suggesting that coopetition in
CRS has a positive effect on firms’ financial performance, therefore supporting H1A.
Similarly, the positive and significant coefficient for coopetition in CRS (b5 0.384, p < 0.001,
Model 4) supports H1B implying that coopetition in CRS has a positive effect on a firm’s social
performance.

Hypotheses H2A, H2B, H3A and H3B examine the moderating roles of stakeholder
attributes (i.e. effective power and legitimate stake) on the relationship between coopetition in

Australia
Characteristics Attributes N 5 215 (%)

Gender Male 150 69.8
Female 64 29.7
Prefer not to disclose 1 0.5

Age Below 34 years 44 20.5
35–44 years 73 34.0
45–54 years 41 19.0
Over 55 years 57 26.5

Experience Less than 5 years 83 38.6
5–10 years 78 36.3
11–15 years 31 14.4
Over 15 years 23 10.7

Most recent position Senior executive (ASX-listed) 25 11.6
Senior manager (ASX-listed) 72 33.5
Senior executive (non-ASX) 57 26.5
Senior manager (non-ASX) 61 28.4

Sector Communication services 13 6.1
Consumer discretionary 24 11.2
Consumer staples 22 10.2
Energy 31 14.4
Financials 26 12.1
Health care 11 5.1
Industrials 14 6.5
Information technology 28 13.0
Materials 14 6.5
Real estate 22 10.2
Utilities 11 5.1

Firm’s affiliation to Business (consolidated) Group Yes 119 55.3
No 96 44.7

Partner firm’s (competitor) affiliation to Business Group Yes 107 49.8
No 108 50.2

Source(s): Author’s own work/creation
Table 1.

Descriptive statistics
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CRS and firm’s financial and social performance. To test these hypotheses, the interaction
term was added using their z-scores for multiple regression analyses. The results of
coopetition in CRS and firm’s subjective measure of financial performance are presented in
Models 2 and 3 in Table 3. The interaction between coopetition in CRS and effective power
accounted for significantly more variance than just coopetition in CRS and effective power
alone (R2 change 5 0.015, p 5 0.001). The coefficient for interaction between coopetition in
CRS and effective power was positive and significant (b 5 0.086, p < 0.05 in Model 2)
indicating that effective power positively moderate coopetition in CRS and firm’s financial
performance relationship (i.e. supporting H2A). Support was also found for H3A because the
interaction between coopetition in CRS and legitimate stake accounted for a significant
proportion of the variance in firm financial performance (increase in R2 5 0.017, p 5 0.001;
b5 0.077, p< 0.05 inModel 3). Hence, legitimate stake positivelymoderates the coopetition in
CRS – financial performance relationship.

Models 5 and 6 in Table 3 provide the results of testing for the moderating-effect
hypotheses related to the subjective measure of social performance. The coefficient for
interaction between coopetition in CRS and effective power was negative and insignificant
(see Model 5) and therefore does not support H2B. No support was found for H3B as well (in
Model 6). Accordingly, our findings reveal that collaborators were mostly concerned with
financial rather than social performance while making decisions related to coopetition
(in CRS).

Additional analysis. Additional analyses were conducted to further understand the
moderating effects of effective power and legitimate stake as the stakeholder attributes
pertain to the relationship between coopetition in CRS and firm financial performance. As
reported previously, both hypotheses H2A and H3A were positive and significant,
suggesting that the stakeholder attributes positively moderate the coopetition in CRS –
financial performance relationship. Consequently, four possible scenarios are outlined in
Figure 2 that provide a differentiated and rich picture of the roles of stakeholder attributes in
coopetition: low in power/stake; low in power and high in stake; high in power and low

Figure 2.
Moderating effects of
stakeholder attributes

Firm
performance
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in stake; and high in power/stake. In all four scenarios, the plot of coopetition in CRS and
financial performance is positive and linear. However, the slope that is evident in scenario 4 is
steeper than that shown for scenario 1. These findings suggest that firms in coopetition (in
relation to CRS) will gain more when a high level of stakeholder attributes are evident
compared to low levels.

To revisit the financial performance – social performance link in the context of coopetition in
relation to CRS, a set of two additional models were taken into consideration. For example, one
model included financial performance (FP) as an additional control variable in relation to
coopetition in the CRS – social performance (SP) relationship. Similarly, SP was treated as a
control variable with regard to the coopetition in CRS – FP relationship in another model. The
regression model includes coopetition in CRS – SP relationship while controlling for FP was
found to be statistically significant, whereas the model that includes coopetition in CRS – FP
relationship while controlling for SP proved to be statistically insignificant [2]. Overall, these
findings indicate that the inclusion of FP as an “additional control” in the regression confirms that
the coopetition inCRS–SP relationship inTable 3 holds even after FP is controlled for (mitigating
the omitted variables bias). Therefore, coopetition inCRSmaybe considered as a critical source of
competitive advantage for firms having social motive(s) along with other factors.

Robustness using objective measures of financial performance.We tested the robustness of
our findings by using the objective measures of financial performance as an alternative
dependent variable. Table 4 gives the results of the testing for main-effect hypotheses related
to ROA (in Model 1) and ROS (in Model 4). All models are statistically significant (p < 0.10).
However, in terms of the individual hypotheses, none of the coefficients was found to be
statistically significant. The findings also suggest an insignificant result in terms of the
moderation of stakeholder attributes on the coopetition in CRS – financial performance
relationship (see Models 2, 3, 5 and 6 in Table 4).

Addressing the potential endogeneity bias. The instrumental variable technique is a
common approach for addressing potential endogeneity issues in accounting research
(Larcker and Rusticus, 2010). The most frequently used instrumental variable estimator is
two-stage least squares (2SLS). The study considered “firm age” as a valid instrumental
variable because of its moderate correlation with the endogenous variable (i.e. coopetition in
CRS). This is because as firms age they gain more experience and knowledge about the
market and sustainable solutions that could form the basis of coopetition (Gnyawali and
Park, 2011), although it does not directly affect firm performance in coopetition. The age of
the firm was measured as the natural logarithm of number of years of establishment. In the
first stage, the endogenous independent variable, coopetition in CRS was regressed on
the chosen instrumental variable (i.e. firm age) and the regression residual was obtained. In
the second stage, the dependent variable, firm performance was regressed on the residual in
lieu of the endogenous independent variable. The system of equations are as follows:

1ststage equation : Coopetition in CRS ¼α0 þ β0ðfirm ageÞ þ Controlsþe0

2ndstage equation : P ¼α01 þ β01ðCoopetition inCRSresidualÞ þ Controlsþe01&ð2SLSÞ
The results shown in Table 5 are estimated using 2SLS, which accounted for endogeneity and
omitted variable bias. After instrumentation, for the firms with coopetitive relationships in
CRS, their financial and social performances were relatively higher than those firms without
coopetition in relation to CRS.

Discussion and conclusion
The current study was designed to explore coopetition in CRS, concentrating on the
relationships between coopetition in CRS and firm performance. Our findings confirm that
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coopetition in CRS can lead to improved financial and social firm performance. The findings
outlined in this study shed light on recent questions that have been raised in the literature –
such as how might coopetition affect sustainability in different local settings (Christ et al.,
2017). However, including social performances as an extra control variable neutralizes the
relevance of the relationship between coopetition in CRS and financial performance. Further,
the results indicate a positive moderation concerning the impact of stakeholder attributes on
coopetition in CRS and a firm’s financial performance. However, the moderating impact of
stakeholder attributes on the relationship of coopetition in CRS and firm social performance
was insignificant.

One possible reason for the former could be that the current study measures the
relationship between coopetition (in CRS) and firm performance for the concurrent year.
Although social performance is strategically important for any organization over the long
term, managers may be more focused on short-term financial performance because it is likely
to be associated with remunerations and even promotion (Lin et al., 2009). The
aforementioned discussion indicates that financial performance tends to be more
important to organisational managers (i.e. financial motive supersedes social goals) as it is
visible to the stakeholders, including shareholder, whereas it takes time for social
performance to be realized (H€orisch et al., 2014). Hence, while making decisions relating to
coopetition, collaborators are mostly concerned with financial performance rather than social
performance. Our findings shed further light on recent discussions in the literature regarding
the need for the quantitative examination of the roles of stakeholder attributes in coopetition
(Akpinar and Vincze, 2016).

Further, our robustness test using objective measures of financial performance was
statistically insignificant. Our findings extend previous research on the performance effects
of coopetition on innovation (Bouncken and Fredrich, 2012; Ritala, 2012; Luo et al., 2007) by
integrating a stakeholder and CRS perspective. However, our results do not support the
previously assumed effect on financial performance. While considering coopetition in CRS as
a continuous and ongoing process, we propose that traditional objectivemeasures of financial
performancemay not portray a clear picture of the coopetition in CRS – financial performance
relationship. While objective measures are sometimes more trustworthy, valid and unbiased
than subjective measurements, this is not always the case (Schachter, 2010). We believe that
corporate social responsibility/sustainability targets typically not play out in economic
performance or only in the long term, for example when they encourage product or process
innovations that then achieve financial gains later. Social responsibility/sustainability
targets relate to critical, complex, complicated and difficult matters, and it is precisely for
these reasons that subjective measures are useful to provide insights and measures on
performance (Sheehy, 2015). For example, and very recently, Brown et al. (2021) have also
argued that subjective measures are useful indicators for environmental and sustainable
performance. We also expect that future political changes, for example on CO2 prices provide
changes that strengthen financial returns on corporate social responsibility/sustainability
targets. Thus, these findings support the notion of applying a progressive, subjective
measure of firm performance while considering progressive ideas such as coopetition in CRS
(as an independent variable).

Contribution
The contribution of this research study is four-fold. Firstly, the findings contribute to the
coopetition literature by responding to the call for research on how coopetition affects
sustainability performance in different abstract thinking (Christ et al., 2017). For example,
this study advances our understanding of coopetition in CRS by providing evidence that
coopetition in CRS positively affects firm performance. Secondly, in response to another call
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for research to explore the measures of stakeholder attributes (such as effective power and
legitimate stake) as well as quantitatively examine their roles in coopetition (Kumar et al.,
2023; Akpinar and Vincze, 2016), a new empirical measure for effective power and legitimate
stake is proposed. Prioritizing stakeholder attributes is critical for managers managing
coopetitive projects and partnerships. Moreover, the empirical evidence confirms a positive
moderation effect of stakeholder attributes on the relationship between coopetition in CRS
and firm financial performance, which further extends the application of stakeholder theory.
Thirdly, the widespread knowledge of and emphasis on inter-firm coopetition as an effective
strategy for enhancing financial success (Gnyawali and Park, 2011; Bouncken and Fredrich,
2016b), leaves uswith very little knowledge of non-financial performance as an outcome. This
study deepens both conceptually and empirically our understanding of coopetition and its
strategic value in sustainability and corporate social responsibility (Manzhynski and Figge,
2020; Luo et al., 2016; Volschenk et al., 2016). In this regard, a new empirical measure for
coopetition in CRS is proposed. This seven-item scale of coopetition in CRS can be practically
implemented in firms to enhance their sustainability performance. Finally, the research
contributes to the theory development on the corporate social responsibility – corporate
social performance literature by considering both the financial and non-financial dimensions
of firm performance. To make sense of this body of research, corporate social performance
studies have been integrated with stakeholder theory (Vishwanathan et al., 2020). With
regard to the finding that collaborators were mostly concerned with financial, rather than
social performance while making decisions related to coopetition (in CRS) it is suggested that
if companies were to embed the UN’s SDGs firmlywithin their business case it would lead to a
strengthening of stakeholder engagement. After all as pointed out in the SDG Compass (2015,
p. 4) “business cannot succeed in societies that fail”. In summary, this study has integrated the
literature on coopetition, corporate social responsibility and sustainability, resulting in a new
conceptual framework that combines coopetition in CRS and firm performance.

Limitations and future research
In common with the majority of research, this study has some limitations. Firstly, as the
research studywas conducted in anAustralian context it is important to examinewhether the
validity of such relationships holds for other settings, such as developing/developed nations.
Secondly, the current study is based on an explanatory research design. Future research could
consider a two-stage sequential exploratory design (i.e. a qualitative component followed by a
second analytical stage) with a mixed methods approach. This would require an in-depth
approach to the investigation of the phenomenon of coopetition in CRS. Thirdly, this study
considers only two relational attributes (power and stake) because the theoretical arguments
are based on the stakeholder perspective. Trust, perceived urgency, salience and commitment
are other important aspects of coopetitive relationships and significant determinants of
alliance survival and performance, which could be considered in future research. Fourthly,
this study is limited by its small sample size. Future studies may use a larger sample to allow
for generalization. Finally, longitudinal studies are recommended to assess the utility of the
proposed framework and to gain an understanding of why and how the stakeholder
relational attributes may change over time (Akpinar and Vincze, 2016).

Managerial implications
In terms of the implications arising from this study, from a practical perspective, the
research findings provide managers with evidence when considering coopetition as a
strategic approach to corporate social responsibility and sustainability. In general,
corporate social responsibility/sustainability and firm performance tend to be analysed
separately in relation to collaboration or competitive interactions, while coopetition (i.e.
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collaboration with competing firms) could be considered as a third strategic inclusion to
firm’s engagement in CRS activities. Extending previous work by Freeman (1984),
Freeman and Moutchnik (2013) in the area of stakeholder management, the findings
indicate that it is critical to view competitors as essential stakeholders whose activities
with the firm have a direct impact on its continued viability and success. Coopetitive
technique is suited here and can aid in problem-solving connected to sustainability
concerns. As a result, the development of a supporting public policy framework is
advocated. The findings also indicate that it is important to consider that competing
partners possess both a high level of effective power and legitimate stake compared to low
levels for overall firm performance. The presence of stakeholder attributes in coopetition
(with regard to CRS) can contribute significantly to a firm’s financial performance, but not
the firm’s social performance. This suggests that, despite some stakeholders contributing
scarce and complementary resources and having a legitimate stake in coopetition, the
coopetitors included in this study failed to integrate social issues and environmental
responsibility proactively in relation to their firm’s financial sustainability strategies.
Thus, while examining firm performance, managers in coopetitive relationships must
consider controlling for competition.

Notes

1. ORU is owned by WPP AUNZ (ASX: WPP), the leading online data collection agency in Australia
and New Zealand. ORU currently holds ISO 20252 “Market, opinion and social research” and ISO
26362 accreditations which refers to “Access panels in the market, opinion and social research”
status. The ORU are members of the Association of Market and Social Research Organizations
(AMSRO) and it was awarded the AMSRO Trustmark, demonstrating a commitment to the highest
privacy and ethical standards (http://theoru.com).

2. The results are unreported.
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Appendix

No. Item description

Standard
factor
loading

Cronbach’s
alphad

Composite
reliability
(CR) ≥ 0.6e

Average
variance
extracted

(AVE) ≥ 0.5f

Coopetition in CRSa (Cronbach’s alpha 5 0.86, Variance explained 5 54.80%)
1 We collaborate (with competing

firms) to achieve a common economic
goal

0.700

2 We collaborate (with competing
firms) to achieve a common social
goal

0.779

3 We collaborate (with competing
firms) to achieve a common
environmental goal

0.789

4 Integrating social, environmental
and economic goals is important to us

0.817 0.86 0.89 0.55

5 Sustainability goals (e.g. economic,
social and environmental) are
achievable for firms in competitive-
collaborations

0.737

6 Active competition with our
collaborators is important to us

0.653

7 We prefer a partner (competitor) who
possess complementary capabilities
that directly contribute to firm’s
value and performance

0.692

Effective Powerb (Cronbach’s alpha 5 0.73, Variance explained 5 54.93%)
1 The degree to which your firm

requires resources from competing
firms

0.729

2 The extent to which your firm
exercises control over resources
when collaborating

0.729 0.73 0.80 0.61

3 The degree to which your firm needs
to comply with its collaborating
partners’ demands

0.789

4 The perceived relative bargaining
position of your firm in collaborative
negotiations

0.715

Legitimate Stakec (Cronbach’s alpha 5 0.713, Variance explained 5 63.81%)
1 The degree of shared vision (or goal

commonality) in your firm’s
partnership

0.714

2 The degree of shared risk in the joint
investments (where applicable)

0.838 0.71 0.84 0.64

3 The degree of common legal concerns
in your firm’s partnerships (where
applicable)

0.838

Note(s): a,b,c Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. d Nunnally (1978), e Bagozzi and Yi (1988),
f Fornell and Larcker (1981)
Source(s): Author’s own work/creation

Table A1.
Factor loadings and

reliability of
independent variables

Firm
performance

153



No. Item description

Standard
factor
loading

Cronbach’s
alphac

Composite
reliability
(CR) ≥ 0.6d

Average variance
extracted

(AVE) ≥ 0.5e

Financial Performancea (Cronbach’s alpha 5 0.82, Variance explained 5 64.48%)
1 Compare your firm’s financial

performance to that of
competing firms in terms of
growth in sales

0.836

2 In terms of return on
investment

0.794 0.82 0.85 0.69

3 In terms of market growth 0.816
4 In terms of market share 0.765

Social Performanceb (Cronbach’s alpha 5 0.83, Variance explained 5 50.04%)
1 Compare your firm’s social

performance to that of
competing firms in terms of
employee satisfaction

0.701

2 In terms of customer
satisfaction

0.789

3 In terms of investor relations 0.623
4 In terms of community

relations
0.747 0.83 0.84 0.65

5 In terms of workplace (or
workforce) diversity

0.709

6 In terms of environmental
stewardship

0.688

7 In terms of human rights
compliance

0.684

Note(s): a,b Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. c Nunnally (1978), d Bagozzi and Yi (1988),
e Fornell and Larcker (1981)
Source(s): Author’s own work/creation

Heterotrait-monotrait value (HTMT) ≤ 0.85a

Coopetition in
CRS

Effective
power

Legitimate
stake

Financial
performance

Social
performance

1 Coopetition in
CRS

–

2 Effective Power 0.46 –
3 Legitimate

Stake
0.44 0.80 –

4 Financial
Performance

0.43 0.58 0.50 –

5 Social
Performance

0.52 0.57 0.61 0.71 –

Note(s): a HTMT criterions by Henseler et al. (2015)
Source(s): Author’s own work/creation

Table A2.
Factor loadings and
reliability of dependent
variables

Table A3.
Discriminant validity –
Heterotrait-monotrait
(HTMT)a criterion
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