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Co-opetition Strategy and Incubator Performance in the Entrepreneurial Ecosystem 

 

Research objective/question  

In the field of entrepreneurship, entrepreneurial ecosystem becomes a real hot topic 

because it offers a better understanding of the entrepreneurial context. Despite intense 

scholarly interest in entrepreneurial ecosystems, research has not explicitly emphasized 

ecosystem-level strategies (Roundy et al., 2017). In the field of entrepreneurship, 

entrepreneurial ecosystem is mainly focused on its structural composition (Stam and 

Spigel, 2016; Spigel, 2017; Spigel and Harrison, 2018; Theodoraki et al., 2018), while 

neglecting to explore the strategic dynamics within the ecosystem (Roundy et al., 2017). 

This study focuses on this research gab and aims to measure strategic interactions of 

incubators with other ecosystem members, as incubators are key actors of the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem (Isenberg, 2011; Spigel, 2017). 

The entrepreneurial ecosystem is composed of multiple interdependent actors whose 

common objective is to support firm creation (Spigel, 2017; Theodoraki and Messeghem, 

2017). In strategic management, the notion of ecosystem is strongly linked to the 

strategies of cooperation and competition developed within the incubator (Clarysse et al., 

2014; Rubin et al., 2015; Schwartz and Hornych, 2010; Theodoraki and Messeghem, 

2017). The literature of incubators considers that they should employ holistic strategies in 

relation to their external environment (Schwartz and Hornych, 2012). The entrepreneurial 

ecosystem is marked by the various relationships between actors and co-opetition 

relationships in the field of entrepreneurial support (Adner et al., 2013; Moore, 1993; 

Theodoraki and Messeghem, 2017). 

Co-opetition is defined as the simultaneous combination of two opposing strategic 

behaviors, that of cooperation and competition (Akdoğan & Cingšz, 2012; Bengtsson et 

al., 2010; Dagnino et al., 2007; Yami, 2010, Rai, 2016). Although this concept has been 

studied in different contexts, industries and ecosystems (Ritala et al., 2008; Carayannis et 

al., 2018), it is still obscure (Gnyawali et al., 2016) and little studied within the 

entrepreneurial support field (Theodoraki and Messeghem, 2017). 

The goal of this study is to answer the following research question: How does co-

opetition strategy impact incubator performance within the entrepreneurial ecosystem?  
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Conceptual development 

Our theoretical framework crosses literature on entrepreneurial ecosystem and co-

opetition by formulating two main hypotheses. Several researchers argue that competition 

may stimulate the performance and improvement of ecosystem actors (Bouncken and 

Fredrich, 2012; Kim et al., 2015; Morris et al., 2007). However, previous studies lack to 

provide consensus of co-opetition impact on performance (Rai, 2016; Bouncken et al., 

2015). H1: Co-opetition strategy positively impacts incubator performance in the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem. Contingency theories consider a fit between strategy and the 

ecosystem necessary to achieve superior performance (Kim et al., 2015; Vanderstraeten 

and Matthyssens, 2012). Recent research claims the moderating role of the 

entrepreneurial ecosystem on regional performance (Szerb et al., 2018). H2: The 

entrepreneurial ecosystem moderates the relationship between co-opetition strategy 

and incubator performance. 

 

Methodology 

We conducted an exploratory, mixed-method study of 48 ecosystem members through 

structured and rich in-depth interviews followed by a quantitative survey with 156 

incubators in France. Data include all types on business incubators (economic 

development, academic, technology, social, private) and all geographical regions were 

represented. We selected measurements from the literature review and adapt to the 

context of business incubators thanks to our qualitative survey. Entrepreneurial 

ecosystem is measured by (1) environmental factors (heterogeneity, hostility and 

dynamism), (2) cultural factors (entrepreneurial culture, compatibility and shared goals), 

and (3) relational factors (trust, opportunism and complementarity between ecosystem 

actors) (Spigel, 2017; Cohen, 2006). For co-opetition strategy, we used operational 

measurements of cooperation and competition by asking respondents to state the intensity 

of their relationships with seven main groups of ecosystem actors (policy makers, 

chambers of commerce, private experts, other incubators, technology transfer offices, 

research entities, and funding agencies). Finally, incubator performance was measured by 

a bi-dimensional scale, which combines economic (business creation or employment) and 

non-economic items (incubatees satisfaction and quality service) (Hackett and Dilts, 
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2008). Data were analyzed through validity and reliability tests and we proceeded with 

hierarchical multiple regression analysis with mixed models in SPSS v.20.0.  

 

Results 

Our first contribution reveals the positive impact of cooperation strategy and the negative 

impact of competition strategy on incubator performance. Secondly, the hybrid co-

opetition strategy positively impacts performance (H1 validated). This means that the 

mixed cooperation and competition is more efficient in terms of performance. Thirdly, 

our results show the moderating role of ecosystem on incubator performance (H2 

validated). More specifically, our results indicate that in an opportunistic ecosystem, 

engaging in a cooperative strategy, negatively impacts incubator performance. At the 

same time, in a heterogeneous ecosystem, engaging in a competition strategy, impacts 

strongly and negatively incubator performance.  

 

Contribution 

These intuitive and counter-intuitive results make it possible to propose important 

theoretical, methodological and managerial implications. At the theoretical level, we 

provide a better understanding of the entrepreneurial ecosystem and the incubators 

strategies. Thus, we advance research on co-opetition and ecosystem concepts by 

presenting results and perspectives for future research. At the methodological level, 

literature lacks of providing measurements for the entrepreneurial ecosystem and co-

opetition strategies. Thus, our mixed method allows to provide measurements scales 

adapted to the context and offers a means to quantify the strategies with key actors. Thus, 

we propose measurement scales that allow to study these complex phenomena of co-

opetition and of the ecosystem. In addition, our research guides incubator managers 

towards a better understanding of their ecosystem and encourages them to formulate a 

strategy adapted to their ecosystem. In countries where policy makers have an active role 

in governing the entrepreneurial ecosystem, they often promote cooperation strategies. 

Thus, our study suggests that policy makers should favor hybrid strategies such as co-

opetition. 

 


