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The paper presents some of the problems relating to the coopetition relations in the steel industry. Coopetition is 
one of the key issues relating to the inter-organizational cooperation in recent years. On one hand, companies are 
working together and sharing the eff ects of uncertainty arising from the environment, and on the other hand they 
compete with each other in other areas, remaining competitors. In other words, they must reconcile each aspect of 
competition and cooperation, which is particularly important in case of cooperation involving more than two part-
ners. Coopetition is a relatively new phenomenon, however it is growing very rapidly, and companies which are able 
to utilize this concept eff ectively can gain a coopetitive advantage over their competitors. 
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INTRODUCTION

Coopetition is a phenomenon of inter-organizational 
cooperation, both bilateral and multilateral, and has de-
veloped very intensively in recent years. On one hand, 
enterprises cooperate together, e.g. in the form of strate-
gic alliances, and network organization (alliance net-
works), which is especially evident in inter-organiza-
tional cooperation, and share the effects of uncertainty 
arising from the environment. On the other hand, they 
compete with each other in other areas, remaining com-
petitors. In other words, companies need to accept the 
aspect of simultaneous competition and cooperation. It 
is by no means easy, especially when inter-fi rm coop-
eration includes more than two partners. Coopetition is 
increasingly gaining importance throughout the global 
economy. There is no industry that would no utilize this 
phenomenon in some shape or form. This applies main-
ly to the sectors with a high degree of globalization, 
however it also relates to traditional sectors such as the 
steel industry.

THE IDEA OF COOPETITION

Coopetition is regarded as a complex phenomenon, 
occurring both within an organization (in this case it 
usually relates to the large, diversifi ed entities operating 
in different sectors and at least in some markets) and 
between companies [1]. The concept was introduced in 
the 90s. as a combination of two concepts: cooperation 
and competition; etymologically, the word coopetition 
is a combination of these two terms. The complexity of 

the phenomenon relates to the simultaneous implemen-
tation of two contradictory logics of relations between 
companies: trust, which is a manifestation of a commu-
nity of interests, and confl ict of interest. Therefore a 
paradox appears: companies that are working together 
need to trust each other, sharing information and experi-
ence, while at the same time remembering that they are 
dealing with competitors. A.J. Brandenburger and 
B.J. Nalebuff [2] are regarded as the precursors of the 
implementation of the coopetition concept in Manage-
ment Science. They pointed out the necessity of devel-
oping coopetition dependencies in the economy. In turn, 
M. Bengtsson and S. Kock treat coopetition as a situa-
tion where competitors simultaneously compete and 
cooperate with each other [3]. K. Walley makes a simi-
lar claim [4]. W. Czakon [5] is of the opinion that coo-
petition is a system of actors in interaction which is 
based on partial compatibility of goals and businesses. 
He also claims that coopetition concentrates on the 
processes of value creation and reaping the benefi ts 
therein, and not only on relations between partners. 
Companies are at once clients, suppliers, service pro-
viders, competitors and partners to each other. They are 
the subject of mutual evolution both in terms of compe-
tition and cooperation. A common evolution is associ-
ated with sharing the same vision, alliance formation, 
negotiating contracts and establishing comprehensive 
relationships at management level. Generally coopeti-
tion is gaining importance and is increasingly visible in 
various industries. There is coopetition between two 
competing companies and also coopetition of a network 
nature. The basic benefi ts of coopetition include obtain-
ing a cost advantage, which is the result of savings by 
coordinating activities with suppliers or distribution 
channels, access to innovation, and economies of scale. 
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COOPETITION IN 
THE STEEL INDUSTRY IN POLAND

Coopetition occurs in sectors with diversifi ed poten-
tial for globalization. Although there is a signifi cant 
positive correlation between the coopetition prevalence 
and the degree of globalization in the sector [6], the 
coopetition phenomenon can be observed also in the 
steel industry, despite the fact that the rate of globaliza-
tion in the steel industry is only 33 % as opposed to a 
rate exceeding 100 % for sectors considered as highly 
globalized. Coopetition of enterprises in the Polish steel 
industry began in the early years of this century. The 
basic conditions for integration in the sector were: com-
plete privatization of the largest Polish steel enterprises, 
transition from the repair restructuring to the develop-
ment, greater liquidity, and favorable situation on the 
steel market, resulting in increased production. The do-
mestic steel market of steel producers and steel prod-
ucts is formed by 22 steel enterprises, but the steel is 
melted in only nine of them. Eight companies (Coke 
Plant Zdzieszowice, Huta Warszawa, Huta Królewska, 
Walcownia Blach Grubych Batory, Huta Katowice, 
Huta Cedler, Huta Sendzimira, Huta Florian) belong to 
ArcelorMittal Poland SA [7]. At the time of its entrance 
into Polish market, ArcelorMittal also became the own-
er of a wide range of dependent companies, affi liated 
companies and those with minority interest, operating 
in different branches such as industry automation, serv-
ice and production mainte nance, transport, waste man-
agement, trade, social activities and other. A theoretical 
division of their activities could have taken the follow-
ing form:

–  entities connected with the basic activity of the 
concern – entities providing service assigned by 
the Polish Steelworks.

–  entities not directly connected with metallurgy 
which could provide services outside metallurgy.

–  entities not directly connected with the economic 
activities of the group [8].

The rest of the 22 steel companies belong to the 
owners representing foreign capital, or mixed (national-
foreign). By observing the changes in the steel market 
in Poland, one can try to develop a framework model of 
coopetition activities (Figure 1).

There were some forms of internal competition be-
tween companies in the network confi guration, although 
this sometimes led to internal tensions. Such tensions 
were useful because they allowed increased fl exibility 
and network members were forced to keep a permanent 
fi nger on the pulse. Such forms of network relations 
were observed in the vast majority of steel enterprises. 
Coopetition is of particular importance in the case of 
cooperation involving more than two partners. This ap-
plies to the Polish steel industry, especially ArcelorMit-
tal Poland. Internal competition within the network 
confi guration is determined by both the number of en-
terprises performing similar functions in the market, 

and the mutual relations between them. Network par-
ticipants have different approaches to this issue. Some 
will prefer to limit the number of network members, 
which reduces the potential for competition between 
them. Others will accept overall competition between 
the companies, which in turn allows for complementar-
ity and ensures that the partners are more interested in 
cooperation than competition. Such internal competi-
tion has two different effects:

–  it increases fl exibility, drives innovation and en-
sures security of supply,

–  it marks the boundary between the optimal and ex-
cessive competition.

This therefore requires a balance between coopera-
tion and competition amongst partners. Companies 
within the network confi guration will have a completely 
different opinion as to what level of competition is ap-
propriate. Those that are subject to internal competition 
will prefer more orderly processes, while others may 
benefi t from competition among suppliers and custom-
ers. The simultaneous occurrence of competition and 
cooperation between companies in the network is the 
most complex situation, but also leads to the most ad-
vantageous relationship between competitors. Partners 
can be separated from each other by various degrees of 
closeness to the customer, and by access to competitive 
assets. Coopetition is inherently linked to the phenom-
enon of confl ict of interest between partners, especially 
if there are more partners in the network. It is extremely 
rare to fi nd companies amongst which there are no con-
fl ict of interest. It is therefore in the interest of the part-
ner companies to fi nd a delicate balance between coop-
eration and competition amongst partners. This can be 
achieved through the careful selection of cooperating 
companies, also choosing an appropriate structure and a 
suitable management system. However, given the spe-
cifi city of coopetition, a key role is played by competent 
managers and human resource management, including 
the theme of diversity management. Perception of val-
ues and advantages of diversity management and un-
derstanding of its importance can be a key factor in im-
proving the process of inter-organizational cooperation 
[10]. Ultimately, people make all decisions, including 
those related to HRM. As has been already said, there is 

Figure 1  Model of “maturation” of steel enterprises to 
coopetition [9]
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a kind of paradox in coopetition. In any event, it is worth 
noting that being a company with a “human face”, and 
furthermore demonstrating social responsibility, is an 
important determinant of creating a positive or negative 
image of the company [11].

FACTORS SHAPING COOPETITION 
RELATIONS IN THE POLISH STEEL INDUSTRY

Coopetition is driven mainly by global corporations 
seeking to increase value-added sources. These corpo-
rations create links, both vertical and horizontal, by 
building a so- called a value net and striving to achieve 
maximum benefi t. A classic example of a steel enter-
prise relations network consists of fi ve basic elements 
(Figure 2). 

Four of the fi ve factors presented, namely custom-
ers, competitors, suppliers are widely known and have 
been recognized in literature, e.g. in Porter’s fi ve forces 
model. In contrast, complementary organization is an-
other important link, which enables competition and 
cooperation simultaneously and ensures that the com-
bined operations should be profi table to all the partici-
pants. Suppliers, customers and complementary organi-
zations generate benefi ts to the company in the value 
net. The vertical links indicate the occurrence of both 
cooperation and competition. Cooperation occurs when 
both suppliers and clients build customer relationships 
in order to create value. If there are benefi ts, they must 
be divided among the various participants. Customers 
usually insist on the price of the products, while suppli-
ers exert their bargaining power according to expecta-
tions regarding prices, delivery time, payment condi-
tions, etc. A more complex situation occurs in the case 
of a network of horizontal relations. In such networks, 
enterprise relations with both competitors and comple-
mentary organizations are more complicated. Comple-
mentary organization increases the value of products 
offered by the company compared to similar products 
offered by its rivals. Through the contribution of both 
tangible and intangible assets made by these organiza-
tions, the value of products offered by the company is 
also higher compared to products offered by the com-
pany itself. In the steel industry, service centers would 
be a classic example of such a complementary organiza-

tion. Complementary organization enhances partners’ 
attractiveness for suppliers, because it is more benefi -
cial for them to deliver their products to the comple-
mentary system than to a direct competitor. Competitors 
also reduce the attractiveness of suppliers to the con-
sumers, because it is more appropriate to perceive com-
petitors through the prism of coopetition, indeed, an 
open fi ght and competition can bring a Pyrrhic victory 
to the winner. The model presented uses the principles 
of game theory in relation to competition, cooperation, 
and creating coopetitive relationships. The model as-
sumes that companies compete with each other, ensur-
ing themselves the maximum benefi t, and relationships 
between participants in networks of relationships are a 
non-zero sum game. In other words, the achievement of 
business satisfaction, including profi t and an increased 
level of competitiveness does not only apply to a win-
lose relationship.

RESEARCH ON COOPETITION 
IN THE STEEL INDUSTRY

Although no specifi c research on the coopetition in 
the Polish steel sector has yet been carried out, at least 
two surveys have been partly devoted to this subject. 
The fi rst studies were conducted in 2008, i.e. before the 
economic crisis, and were mainly aimed at identifying 
the presence, scale and scope of network relations in the 
Polish steel industry. The study was conducted in three 
main thematic blocks: alliance networks formation, 
management of alliance networks, existence and growth 
of the networks. The research took place from April to 
May 2008. Questionnaires were sent to 50 managers 
representing 33 companies. Respondents were asked to 
comment on the proposed statement, answering “yes” 
or “no”; or to indicate the correct answer on a scale of 1 
to 5 (1 - minor importance, 5 - very high importance); or 
fi nally to submit their own proposals. A total of 32 re-
sponses were fi nally received, representing 64 % of the 
research sample. A few addressees did not answer due 
to the fact that the scope of the survey and/or type of 
character of questions was too comprehensive. The sur-
veys confi rmed the existence of networks in the steel 
industry in Poland. They take usually the form of domi-
nated networks: steel companies (a part of global con-
cerns) are surrounded by a chain of steel business re-
lated companies, operating in different sectors. They are 
all connected by means of capital bonds, although some 
respondents also indicated the utilization of commercial 
bonds, with no capital engagement amongst the parties. 
In turn, in other research (conducted in 2011) aimed at 
the application of modern management concepts by 
Polish enterprises (which included a group of 125 com-
panies operating in fi ve traditional sectors of the Polish 
economy: metallurgy and steel-related sectors such as 
machinery, coke, mining and energy), inter-organiza-
tional cooperation strategies were among the least pop-
ular management concepts utilized by the companies 

Figure 2  A classic network of steel enterprise  relations 
network [1]
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[12]. Respondents mainly favoured the formation of bi-
lateral alliances, among which “loose agreements ...” 
were strongly dominant. Other forms of bilateral alli-
ances were seemingly utilized only two or three times. 
It is worth noting that two respondents identifi ed the 
creation of virtual and network organizations, which 
means that the respondents mainly use the simplest 
forms of inter-organizational cooperation. On the other 
hand, it should be noted that virtual organizations, due 
to their nature, are rather the domain of other sectors of 
the economy. The outcome of said research confi rms 
the theory that modern management concepts, includ-
ing inter-fi rm cooperation strategies where coopetition 
exists, are not only the domain of high-tech sectors. Re-
search has confi rmed that companies from traditional 
sectors of the economy utilize modern management 
concepts in their operations, although the respective 
popularity of those concepts is highly differentiated.

CONCLUSION

Coopetition plays an increasingly important role in 
the global economy. Leading global corporations oper-
ating on a global scale, especially those that rely mainly 
on inter-organizational cooperation strategies, such as 
ArcelorMittal Group, make extensive use of this con-
cept. Although there is no doubt that coopetition exists 
to a greater extent in sectors with a high degree of glo-
balization, such as advanced technology, we can also 
observe coopetition in traditional branches such as the 
steel industry. On the other hand, it should be also 
stressed that while research into coopetition is growing 
very rapidly, and is an important issue particularly in 
the context of strategic management, many fundamen-
tal issues linked with the concept remain unexplained. 
This indicates, therefore, the need for further in-depth 
research on this phenomenon. Surveys on practical uti-
lization of the concept in industries characterized by a 
high degree of globalization, such as consumer elec-

tronics, would be particularly desirable. It is also impor-
tant to analyze the coopetition in evolutionary terms, 
because the character of coopetition is constantly chang-
ing with the passage of time.
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