
assess your competitor 
collaboration to advance 

sustainability
An Assessment Tool

Prepared by Dr. Lori DiVito 
& Dr. Garima Sharma nbs.net

http://www.nbs.net


Assess Your Competitor Collaboration to Advance Sustainability: An Assessment Tool

assess your competitor collaboration to 
advance sustainability
An Assessment Tool

Prepared by Dr. Lori DiVito & Dr. Garima Sharma

© 2016, Network for Business Sustainability

This work is protected under international copyright law. It may not be reproduced or distributed for commercial purposes without the expressed, written consent of the Network for Business 
Sustainability. When using this work in any way, you must always recognise the Network for Business Sustainability using the following citation: DiVito, Lori and Sharma, Garima, 2016. 
Assess Your Competitor Collaboration to Advance Sustainability: An Assessment Tool. Network for Business Sustainability. Retrieved from: http://www.nbs.net



1Assess Your Competitor Collaboration to Advance Sustainability: An Assessment Tool

If your company is currently collaborating with competitors in order to 
advance sustainability, this tool will help you think about how to take that 
collaboration to the next level and achieve better results. If you’re still at 
the planning stages, this tool can help you reflect on where you would 
like to land in terms of your collaboration, and how to get there. This tool 
can also be used by NGOs and industry association managers to help 
competitors come together and create an effective collaboration.

For an overview of competitor collaborations, and general tips, see 
the accompanying executive report: "Collaborating with Competitors 
to Advance Sustainability: A Guide for Managers."

The report and this tool are based on research by Dr. Lori DiVito, 
Amsterdam University of Applied Science. Additional details on the 
research are in the Executive Guide and at the end of this tool.

If you are in an existing competitor collaboration, start with Part 1, 
on page 3. 

If you are thinking of joining or starting a new collaboration, start 
with Part 2 on page 9.

This tool will:

•  help you better understand the practices and structure of your 
collaboration and 

•  provide tips and best practices to adapt your collaboration to better 
meet your goals. 

Manage Competitor Collaboration Tensions
When collaborating with competitors, tensions are inevitable. Firms 
accustomed to competing are suddenly working together. 

Our research has identified two core tensions. These tensions can 
undermine an initiative’s success or, if managed well, can support the 
collaboration’s desired outcomes. This tool will help you manage these 
tensions. 

The core tensions are cooperation-competition and informal-formal 
structure. Figure 1, The Competitor Collaboration Grid, shows the 
tensions.

•  Cooperation-competition relates to a firm’s decision about issues 
such as how much knowledge to share, how much ownership to take, 
and whether to implement decisions made in the collaboration within 
individual firms. 

•  Informal-formal structure relates to whether the collaboration uses 
informal approaches to establish trust and complete tasks, or has a 
more formal structure (e.g. written agreements and monitoring).

assess your competitor collaboration to advance 
sustainability

http://nbs.net/knowledge/competitor-collaboration/guide-for-managers-to-advance-sustainability/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/competitor-collaboration/guide-for-managers-to-advance-sustainability/
http://nbs.net/knowledge/competitor-collaboration/guide-for-managers-to-advance-sustainability/
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How to Use this Tool
This tool has three sections.

1. You will plot your collaboration’s current position on these two dimensions of cooperation 
competition or informal-formal structure. 

2. You will then plot your collaboration’s desired position on these two dimensions. 
3. Finally, you will review recommendations on how to move from the current position to 

the desired position. 

Use the results to spur conversation within your organization and/or collaboration about moving 
from the current to desired position.

You can work through this assessment by yourself or with others involved in your collaboration. 

Before we begin, think of a collaboration that you are involved with or would like to start. Answer 
the questions below in reference to that collaboration.

If you are thinking of starting or joining a new collaboration, please go directly to Part 2 to plot the 
desired position (page 9).

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

Figure 1: The Competitor 
Collaboration Grid
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How Cooperative or Competitive Is My Collaboration?

Collaborating with your competitors means balancing tensions between: 

•  cooperation (e.g. sharing information; committing to implementing collective decisions within your own company) 
•  competition (e.g. protecting competitive information; limiting the changes within your own company). 

Answer the questions below to plot your collaboration on this dimension on the vertical axis of the Competitor Collaboration Grid above. 

1. assessing your competitor collaboration’s 
current position

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal
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Assess the current level of cooperation-competition

For your score: Add your numerical scores for the questions and divide by 6.

Your score: _____

Indicate how much you agree with the statements:

1 = completely 
disagree

2 = disagree 3 = neutral 4 = agree 5 = completely 
agree

1. I can freely participate in this collaboration 
within the boundaries of anti-trust 
regulations.

2. My company can implement changes in 
the internal processes and practices as 
required by the collaboration.

3. My company fully supports me in 
communicating openly and sharing 
information with the other companies as 
required.

4. My company shares the collaboration’s 
ownership (e.g. has a seat on its board, 
has significantly invested time and 
resources).

5. I believe that the reputations of all 
companies in the collaboration are equally 
affected by the risks faced.

6. My company’s reputation benefits from 
being associated with this collaboration.
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Does My Collaboration Have a Formal or Informal Structure?

The activities and decision-making in your collaboration can be done using one of two structures:

•  an informal structure: by establishing trust and accountability based on relationships (e.g. participation without formal agreements; companies 
choose their level of participation without formal monitoring)

•  a formal structure: by using structured procedures for trust and accountability (e.g. written agreements, committees, and monitoring)
Answer the questions below to plot your collaboration on this dimension on the horizontal axis of the Competitor Collaboration Grid above.

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal
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Assess the current level of informal-formal structure

For your score: Add your answers to the questions and divide by 7.

Your score: _____

Indicate how much you agree with the statements:

1 = completely 
disagree

2 = disagree 3 = neutral 4 = agree 5 = completely 
agree

7. My company’s participation in the 
collaboration is monitored (e.g. by the 
collaboration’s third-party facilitator or 
other participating companies).

8. My company will pay significant penalties 
if we exit early from the collaboration.

9. My company is required to allocate 
a fixed amount of (human/financial) 
resources to this collaboration; it 
cannot decide to reduce the amount of 
resources.

10. My company is required to report on the 
achievement of the tasks required by this 
collaboration.

11. I believe the collaboration has a well laid-
out decision-making process, such as 
formal committees or voting procedures.

12. My company has formally committed to 
participate in this collaboration (e.g. has 
signed a legal contract).

13. I would have difficulty trusting the other 
companies in the collaboration if there 
were no formal contracts.
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Your Competitor Collaboration’s Current Position 
Your score on the current level of the cooperation-competition dimension: _____

Your score on the current level of the informal-formal structure dimension: _____

On the grid below, plot your position according the scores for each dimension.

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

5

4

1 2 3 4 5

2

1
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Idealists Enthusiasts Observers Persuaded

Barriers to entry and exit Low High Low High

Collective focus on 
urgent issues

High High Low Low

Trust Established through 
relationships between 
member firms

Established through 
mechanisms such as 
scorecards and monitoring 
attendance

Established through 
relationships between 
member firms

Established through 
mechanisms such as 
scorecards and monitoring 
attendance

Decision-making speed Slow Fast Slow Fast

Resources (time, money, 
and people) allocated by 
individual firms

High High Low High (if large number of 
agreements in place)

Probability of free riding 
by individual firms

High Low High Low

Table 1: How collaboration types compare on key issues

Your Current Collaboration Type
Plotting your score reveals what kind of collaboration you currently 
have. Each quadrant on the grid is associated with a different type 
of competitor collaboration: Idealists, Enthusiasts, Observers, and 
Persuaded. See the Appendix for a better understanding of each type, 
including the advantages and disadvantages. Below we define each 
collaboration type and summarize the key characteristics in Table 1.

Idealists have informal structures and a cooperative orientation. We call 
them Idealists because they seek high cooperation, which may be an 
idealistic goal in an informal structure.

Enthusiasts have formal structures and a cooperative orientation. We 
call them Enthusiasts since firms in these collaborations seek high 
cooperation. The formal structure enables them to seek quick progress 
toward collective goals.

Observers have an informal structure and a competitive orientation. We 
label them Observers because firm competition and the collaboration’s 
informal structure often make firms passive participants in the collaboration.

Persuaded collaborations have a formal structure and a competitive 
orientation. We call them Persuaded since a third party, such as an NGO, 
often needs to persuade the firms in this collaboration to come together 
through a formal structure. The firms keep a competitive orientation and 
need to be convinced to stay in the collaboration.

Now that you know your collaboration type, think about how 
satisfied you are with:

•  the outcomes of your collaboration (such as changing public 
discourse or regulations, sharing knowledge, developing innovative 
solutions)?

•  the cooperation of the member firms?
•  the level of formal structure?
It is possible that you want to change certain aspects of the collaboration. 
The questions in Part 2 below will help you understand where and what 
to change.
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2. assessing your competitor collaboration’s  
desired position or starting a new collaboration 
The questions below will help you assess where you think the collaboration should be on the key dimensions: cooperation-competition and informal-
formal structure.

If you are starting or joining a new collaboration, you may also use the questions below to influence the collaboration’s design.

Part 3 will provide recommendations to help you shift to the desired position.

Assess your desired level of cooperation-competition

For your score: Add your answers to the questions and divide by 5. 

Your score: _____

Indicate how much you agree with the statements:

1 = completely 
disagree

2 = disagree 3 = neutral 4 = agree 5 = completely 
agree

1. I wish that more firms in my collaboration 
had my firm’s level of urgency regarding 
addressing sustainability issues. 

2. I wish that more firms in my collaboration 
openly shared knowledge about their firm 
that would help our collective goal.

3. I wish that firms in my collaboration invested 
resources relative to their size and capability.

4. I wish that more firms in my collaboration 
showed commitment to implement 
decisions made by the collaboration.

5. I wish that more firms in my collaboration 
showed ownership (e.g. by occupying a 
seat on the collaboration board).
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Assess your desired level of informal-formal structure

For your score: Add your answers to the questions and divide by 6.

Your score: _____

Indicate how much you agree with the statements:

1 = completely 
disagree

2 = disagree 3 = neutral 4 = agree 5 = completely 
agree

6. I wish that this collaboration had more 
written agreements for different aspects 
of participation.

7. I wish the collaboration had more 
standardized procedures for decision-making.

8. I wish that my collaboration’s leadership 
team or an independent party better 
monitored each firm’s participation.

9. I wish project management for different 
tasks was more centralized and structured.

10. I would feel more comfortable if the 
firms in my collaboration did not rely on 
personal relationships to establish trust.

11. I wish there were tighter mandates so 
that members could not disengage or exit 
the collaboration whenever they wanted. 
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Your Competitor Collaboration’s Desired Position 
Your score on the desired level of the cooperation-competition dimension: _____

Your score on the desired level of the informal-formal structure dimension: _____

If you are starting or joining a new collaboration, look at the Appendix to understand the advantages and disadvantages of each type.

Return to the Competitor Collaboration Grid below. Plot your desired position according the scores for each dimension in relation to your current position.

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

5

4

1 2 3 4 5

2

1
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3. recommendations and action plan 
In previous sections, You’ve plotted your current position (Part 1) and/or 
your desired position (Part 2) on the Competitor Collaboration Grid. In this 
section, we identify practical steps to achieve the kind of collaboration 
you seek.

If you are starting a new collaboration, you have discovered your 
desired position. 

For guidance on moving to this desired position — creating the type 
of collaboration you seek — see this section’s “Recommendations 
for Increasing the Level of Different Characteristics.” (p. 17)

If you are in an existing collaboration, you have either:

•  Discovered that your current and desired positions are the same. 
In this case, see the section on “Strengthen Your Collaboration’s 
Current Position” below for ways to reinforce this position.

•  Identified a desired position different from your current position.  
In this case, to move to your desired location, use this section’s 
specific guidance on “Change Your Collaboration Type." (p. 13)

Strengthen Your Collaboration’s Current 
Position
You may be satisfied with the levels of both cooperation and formal 
structure. However, since external conditions continuously change, 
we suggest proactively strengthening your position. Here are some 
approaches:

•  Take frequent inventory of the member firms’ satisfaction with 
the level of formal structure and cooperation. Discuss what could 
be gained by changing both. Discuss the benefits of sustaining the 
current level of formal structure and cooperation, and create an action 
plan to maintain the status quo.

•  Monitor trends in the regulatory landscape to assess whether the 
level of cooperation/competition and informal/formal structure can 
address the changes. 
·· Industry associations find that tracking changes in the regulatory 

context is one of their toughest challenges. 

“Over the past five years this industry has been very policy-
based, and government incentives and programs can start 
and stop on a whim sometimes. It makes it very challenging 
for businesses to plan going forward.” 

Wesley Johnston, Vice President, Canadian Solar 
Industries Association

•  Involve stakeholders such as communities, nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs), and value chain organizations to discuss the 
collaboration’s effectiveness in achieving collective goals.

“Our program was developed by volunteers. It was volunteers 
who ensured that what we were developing would work well 
in Canada, and by having them participate, we garnered 
advocates interested in seeing the program succeed.” 

Mark Hutchinson, Vice President, Canada Green 
Building Council
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Move from Observer to Persuaded
You are satisfied with the level of 
cooperation. However, you are 
dissatisfied with the level of formal 
structure; you see the informal structure 
as an obstacle to reaching collaborative 
goals. To move to the Persuaded 
quadrant, follow the recommendations 
on p. 17 on increasing the level of formal 
structure. In addition, moving successfully 

to the Persuaded quadrant requires that all firms experience a strong urgency 
to address the sustainability issue(s). Without this urgency, persuading 
members to increase formal structure will be difficult, given their low level 
of cooperation.

Note that 'firms in the ‘persuaded’ category are generally those choosing 
to participate as a result of pressures from stakeholders or other external 
considerations, so NGOs or other organizations are likely to be the lead 
actors (the “Persuaders”) here.	

Move from Observer to Enthusiast 
You are seeking to increase both the level 
of cooperation and the level of formal 
structure. Moving from Observer to 
Enthusiast is possible, but difficult. It is 
challenging to increase cooperation by 
aligning the interests of member firms, 
whi le simultaneously increasing 
formalization. A more likely movement is 
from the Observer to Idealist to Enthusiast. 

For those willing to make a radical shift: look at the recommendations on  
p. 17 for increasing cooperation and increasing formal structure.

If Your Collaboration Is Currently in the Observer Quadrant	

Move from Observer to Idealist
You are satisfied with the current level of 
formal structure in your collaboration, 
but you think the level of cooperation 
should be increased. Other member firms 
lack commitment to accomplish shared 
goals and/or participate minimally in 
sharing resources and knowledge. To 
move to the Idealist quadrant, follow the 
recommendations on p. 17 on increasing 
the level of cooperation.

Change Your Collaboration Type: Move from One Quadrant to Another
Although one type of competitor collaboration is not necessarily better than another, often there’s a logical way to move between quadrants so the 
collaboration better meets your goals. Below, we provide recommendations for such a move. If you are developing a new collaboration, focus on 
the recommendations related to being in the quadrant that you seek.

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

Idealist

Observer

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal
PersuadedObserver

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

Observer

Enthusiast
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If Your Collaboration Is Currently in the Idealist Quadrant

Move from Idealist to Enthusiast
You are satisfied with the level of 
cooperation but would like to increase 
the level of formal structure. Moving from 
Idealist to Enthusiast is often a natural 
evolution of a collaboration. To speed 
up this process, look at the 
recommendations on p. 17 for increasing 
the level of formal structure.

Move from Idealist to Observer
Collaborations will seek a shift from 
Idealist to Observer if the member firms 
believe they always trade off their 
individual interests for collective goals. 
This movement is appealing as a way to 
address member firms’ disengagement: 
e.g. when members feel that they share 
more information than they receive from 
other firms. To move to the Observer 

quadrant, look at the recommendations on p. 17 for increasing the level of 
competition. These actions are challenging and may require expert facilitators 
to support dialogue.

Move from Idealist to Persuaded
Collaborations are less likely to move 
from Idealist to Persuaded (we show the 
move as a dotted line), but such a shift 
is possible when collaborations face 
significant changes: e.g. when they are 
faced with a new sustainability issue that 
is not equally urgent for all member firms 
and hence decreases cooperation and 
increases competition. To make a 

deliberate move to the Persuaded quadrant, look at the recommendations on 
p. 17 for increasing the level of competition and the level of formal structure.

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

Idealist

Persuaded

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

Idealist

Observer

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

Idealist Enthusiast
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If Your Collaboration Is Currently in the Persuaded Quadrant

Move from Persuaded to 
Enthusiast 
You are satisfied with the level of formal 
structure but want to increase the level 
of  cooperat ion. Look at the 
recommendations on p. 17 on increasing 
the level of cooperation. 

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal
PersuadedObserver

Move from Persuaded to Idealist
You are dissatisfied with both the level 
of formal structure and cooperation. 
Changing both is challenging. To move 
to the Idealist quadrant, look at the 
recommendations on p. 17 on increasing 
the level of cooperation and the level 
of informal structure. But consider that 
members must face urgent sustainability 
issues in order to invest in the efforts 
required for these changes.

Move from Persuaded to 
Observer 	
Collaboration shift to this quadrant when 
the issue’s urgency has lessened for the 
participating firms. A more informal 
collaboration may be the best way to 
maintain member engagement. To move 
to the Observer quadrant, look at the 
recommendations on p. 17 for increasing 
the level of informal structure.

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

Idealist

Persuaded

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

Persuaded

Enthusiast
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Move from Enthusiast to Observer 
or Persuaded
These moves are highly unlikely (we show 
the move as dotted lines) unless you 
predict a shift in the collaboration’s focus. 

•  Moving to Persuaded is possible 
     if the collaboration is addressing 
     a new sustainability issue without 
     the urgency and collective focus 

     found in the current collaboration. Again, an NGO or other external 
     group is likely to take the lead in forcing such a shift. 
•  Moving to the Observer quadrant is possible if the collaboration has 

outlived its purpose, i.e. when members no longer gain the same 
benefits and want less formal involvement. If you are expecting such 
significant shifts, look at the recommendations on p. 17 for increasing 
the levels of informal structures and competition.

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

Idealist Enthusiast

Cooperation

Competition

FormalInformal

Observer

Enthusiast

Persuaded

If Your Collaboration Is Currently in the Enthusiast Quadrant

Move from Enthusiast to Idealist
You are satisfied with the cooperation 
among members but you desire less 
formal structure. This move is infrequent 
because it is difficult to change formal 
structures and processes to more 
informal ones. Look at the suggestions 
for increasing the level of informal 
structure, but recognize that these 
changes may be challenging and slow. 
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Recommendations for Increasing the Level of 
Different Characteristics
You Can Increase the Level of Cooperation by 

•  Increasing peer pressure by spotlighting members who 
    show high — and low — participation. 
•  Increasing the shared urgency for collective goals by 
    recruiting members who experience similar issues and/
    or by creating smaller task forces focusing on common 
    interests. 

•  Supporting knowledge sharing by communicating stories of 
benefits gained by individual firms from knowledge exchange between 
collaboration members.

•  Using expert facilitators who can keep the collaboration focused on 
resolving common sustainability issues.

You Can Increase the Level of Competition by

•  Establishing checkpoints for member firms to express 
    their dissatisfaction with the balance between 
    knowledge sharing and receiving.
•  Facilitating dialogue on how collective solutions can 
    better align with individual firm interests.

•  Sharing stories of member firms who met their individual goals, and 
hence increasing the importance of firm-specific goals. 

•  Highlighting, in meetings and internal communication, that the 
collaboration acknowledges individual firm interests, even when these 
interests oppose collective goals.

You Can Increase the Level of Formal Structure by

•  Creating legal contracts that specify penalties and 
    sanctions on breach.
•  Setting formal but realistic goals within the legal 
    contract’s time boundaries. 
•  Hiring capable third-party project management to 
    support implementation of solutions by individual firms. 

•  Planning for continuation and exit strategies as legal 
    contracts expire. 
•  Developing clear procedures for decision-making and meeting 

management.
•  Monitoring member participation and resource allocation through 

benchmarks and reports.
•  Expanding membership carefully and gradually based on clear 

guidelines and requirements.

You Can Increase the Level of Informal Structure by

•  Allowing legal contracts to expire, and convening to 
    discuss the benefits of a more informal structure. 
•  Keeping low barriers for entry and exit.
•  Relaxing the requirements for participation and 
    information sharing.

•  Increasing use of informal mechanisms such as peer pressure, 
storytelling, and dialogue to achieve results.

•  Engaging in face-to-face interactions to encourage information 
sharing and help build trust.

“We meet face-to-face, but like everybody else, to try to have 
less travel, we tried to do webinars and three people showed 
up instead of 15 people at the face-to-face. We asked ‘Why, 
what happened?’ We thought this would be a good idea. 
We're saving money. And they said, ‘I don't get the value of a 
webinar — I just sit at my desk and listen to you talk.’ We get 
huge value from the face-to-face because we get to interact 
with our peers. We get to talk during breaks. That is worth it 
for me. A webinar is not.” 

Bob Larocque, Senior Director, Environment 
and Labour Market Policies, Forest Products 

Association of Canada
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Reflection and Action: Crafting a Plan
You know your competitor collaboration’s current and desired structures, as well as the possible ways to move from current to desired position. In this 
section, create an action plan for making the move.

We provide guidance for those embarking on a new collaboration, those working through this assessment on behalf of their individual firm, and those 
working through the assessment with others involved in their collaboration.

If you are starting a new collaboration

List the steps your firm will take to initiate the desired design. In the space below, indicate the steps you can address immediately and the steps that 
must be addressed in the long term:

If you are in an existing collaboration, and you plotted the current and desired positions independently from other firms in 
your collaboration

To begin, think of the ways in which the change from current to desired would be helpful:

1. What can your firm achieve by changing the level of formal vs. informal structure and cooperation vs. competition?
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2. What can the collaboration achieve by changing the level of formal vs. informal structure and cooperation vs. competition?

3. What and how much flexibility does your firm have in making such changes? 

Below, list the steps your firm will take to initiate the desired changes. Discuss and put a tick mark next to the most 
promising ideas:

If you plotted the current and desired position with other firms in the collaboration

To begin, think of the benefits from changing the collaboration and from keeping it the same, or status quo:

1. What are the benefits from sustaining the status quo? 
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2. What are the possible benefits from changing the level of formal structures and cooperation?

3. Differences between the scores of individual member firms can provide insights into how to increase the collaboration’s 
effectiveness. If individual firms had different scores, what are the reasons behind those differences?

In the space below, list the steps that the collaboration will take to initiate the desired changes:
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Here, we provide a more detailed overview of the advantages and 
disadvantages of different collaboration types. Below will help you better 
understand your current and/or desired collaboration type. 

Idealists
Idealists have informal structures and a cooperative 
orientation. We call them Idealists because they seek high 
cooperation, which may be an idealistic goal in an informal 
structure.

Advantages 

•  The informal structure provides flexibility and lowers the barrier to join.
•  Such collaborations often have a selective/invited membership that 

is based on existing relationships between firms. Selective/invited 
membership allows for greater focus on urgent issues.

•  An informal commitment, without written agreements, allows for an 
easy exit.

•  Trust is established informally through relationships; relational trust 
allows for greater information sharing.

•  A cooperative approach means collective interest in resolving urgent 
sustainability issues. 

Disadvantages for achieving collective goals 

•  The informal structure may impede progress by providing insufficient project 
management and decision-making guidance.

•  A cooperative approach means that member firms must provide substantial 
financial and human resources.

•  Firms may free ride due to lack of control mechanisms, including monitoring. 

Enthusiasts
Enthusiasts have formal structures and a cooperative 
orientation. We call them Enthusiasts since firms in 
these collaborations seek high cooperation. The formal 
structure enables them to seek quick progress toward 
collective goals.

Advantages for achieving collective goals

•  The formal structure provides controls (e.g. scorecards, monitoring), 
and promotes firm commitment and knowledge exchange. 

•  Firms are willing to cooperate and feel similar issue urgency; hence 
they stay focused on the collective goals.

•  Free riding is reduced by clear penalties (social or financial) for firms 
that do not meet their commitments.

•  Progress toward collaborative outcomes is steady because of formal 
structures. 

Disadvantages for achieving collective goals

•  The formal structure means that member firms provide substantial 
financial and human resources.

•  The formal structure requires independent third-party organization to 
manage the collaboration.

•  High peer pressure to cooperate may interfere with individual firm's 
competitive strategies.

appendix: collaboration types and their advantages 
and disadvantages
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Observers 
Observers have an informal structure and a competitive 
orientation. We label this collaboration type Observers because 
firm competition and the collaboration’s informal structure often 
make firms passive participants in the collaboration.

Advantages 

•  The informal structure provides low barriers to join and to exit. 
•  The competitive approach means that firms commit relatively few 

resources, both financial and human. 
•  Knowledge sharing of best practices is highly encouraged through 

informal structures.

Disadvantages for achieving collective goals

•  Competition between firms is linked to a lower collective urgency to 
address the sustainability issues. 

•  Competition also means that a firm puts its individual goals before a 
collective goal; as a result, there is less consensus on the collective 
goal, thereby impeding progress.

•  The informal structure lacks mechanisms to control the level of 
participation, slowing down the collaboration’s progress. 

Persuaded 
Persuaded collaborations have a formal structure and a 
competitive orientation. We call them Persuaded since 
a third party often needs to persuade the firms in this 
collaboration to come together through a formal structure. 
The firms keep a competitive orientation and need to be 
convinced to stay in the collaboration.

Advantages for achieving collective goals

•  Formal structures support steady progress toward collaborative 
outcomes.

•  Written agreements provide clearly defined activities, responsibilities, 
and firm accountability. 

Disadvantages for achieving collective goals

•  Third parties, governments, and NGOs leverage power; firms are 
forced to come together, which reduces the ownership taken by 
individual firms. 

•  Written agreements and legal contracts reduce the flexibility of 
individual firms.

•  The formal structure means that member firms provide substantial 
financial and human resources.

•  Collaborations may lose momentum when contracts or agreements 
expire since the firms do not have a cooperative orientation to 
continue.



23Assess Your Competitor Collaboration to Advance Sustainability: An Assessment Tool

This report draws on a study by Dr. Lori DiVito, Amsterdam University of Applied Science. She studied eight competitor collaborations in Canada and 
Europe, interviewing those involved and reviewing reports produced by these collaborations, as well doing an extensive review of existing research on 
competitor collaborations. 

We are grateful to the Guidance Committee members who worked with Dr. DiVito at each stage of the research process: Richard Chartrand, 3M 
Canada; Tom Ewart, The Co-operators; Heather Mak, Deloitte Canada; Carles Navarro, BASF; and Amanda Pitre-Hayes, Vancouver Public Library. 

For additional detail on the research, and additional acknowledgments, please see the accompanying Guide for Managers.

About NBS Canada 
The Network for Business Sustainability Canada produces authoritative resources on important sustainability issues with the goal of changing 
management practice. We unite thousands of researchers and professionals worldwide who believe passionately in research-based practice and 
practice-based research. NBS Canada is funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC), the Ivey Business 
School (Western University), and the École des sciences de la gestion (Université du Québec à Montréal).

NBS Canadian Leadership Council

about the research

http://nbs.net/knowledge/competitor-collaboration/guide-for-managers-to-advance-sustainability/


24Assess Your Competitor Collaboration to Advance Sustainability: An Assessment Tool

Join the Conversation! 
We welcome feedback on the assessment tool. Please tell us what you like about it and what would make it more useful. Post a comment on NBS’s 
website or email us directly at info@nbs.net. 

Share this report with colleagues at your organization, your partners, leaders in your industry association, and anyone else interested in creating 
sustainable business models. 

Join the more than 5,000 sustainability managers and researchers who rely on NBS’s authoritative resources for their work. Sign up to receive the latest 
in sustainability research at www.nbs.net and follow NBS on Twitter: @NBSnet.

mailto:info%40nbs.net?subject=Feedback%20on%20Coopetition%20Assessment%20Tool
http://www.nbs.net
http://www.twitter.com/nbsnet
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notes
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nbs.net
nbs.net/fr

Network for Business Sustainability
Ivey Business School 
Western University
1255 Western Road
London, Ontario, Canada N6G 0N1
519-661-2111, x88107

Réseau entreprise et développement durable​
École des sciences de la gestion
Université du Québec à Montréal
320, rue Sainte-Catherine Est
Pavillon DS, Local DS-1774
Montréal (Québec) H2X 1L7
1-514-987-3000 poste 7898

http://www.nbs.net
http://www.nbs.net/fr

