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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Practicing coopetition for food supply chain sustainability: a contextual perspective 
in the Norwegian fishing industry
Magoti Harun a, Deodat Mwesiumo a, Heidi Hogset a and Amar Ramudhin b

aMolde University College-Specialized University in Logistics, Department of Logistics, Molde, Norway; bDepartment of logistics, University of Hull, 
Business School, Hull, Kingston upon Hull, UK

ABSTRACT
With growing concerns about sustainability, competing companies in the food supply chain are com
pelled to engage in non-traditional forms of collaboration. Coopetition (i.e. horizontal collaboration with 
competitors) is gaining attention as a means of improving sustainability performance in supply chains. 
However, little is known in the existing literature about the causal mechanism and conditions of 
coopetition to improve supply chain sustainability in the food industry. Based on an embedded case 
study in the Norwegian fishing industry, we posit several propositions and develop an empirical frame
work delineating the relationship between coopetition and supply chain sustainability. The case study 
research is informed by semi-structured interviews corroborated by relevant secondary data. Our findings 
reveal a set of dynamic capabilities through which coopetition improves supply chain sustainability. 
Besides, laws and regulations, and certification and standards, positively impact the relationship between 
coopetition and supply chain sustainability. Conversely, insufficient funds, conflicts of interest, and firm 
size affect the same relationship negatively. This study contributes to the literature by providing valuable 
insights into coopetition as a source of dynamic capabilities. In addition, our results show how coopeti
tion can best be leveraged by managers to improve the sustainability of the food supply chain.
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1. Introduction

Growing awareness of and interest in food supply chain sus
tainability (FSC sustainability) is evolving in line with market 
demands and conditions, concerns about food quality and 
safety, and environmental impacts (Gruchmann, Seuring, 
and Petljak 2019; Feng, Xueyan, and Orji 2021). Concerns 
about supply chain sustainability in the food industry are 
understandable, as food production is responsible for more 
than one-third of global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
(Adams, Donovan, and Topple 2021; Singh, Yash Daultani, 
and Sahu 2022). More so, it has a significant socio-economic 
impact on society at large (León Bravo, Verónica, and Caniato 
2021; Golini et al. 2016). Consequently, companies in the food 
industry are under constant scrutiny from various groups, 
including government and non-government organisations, 
other stakeholders, the public, and consumers (Beske, Land, 
and Seuring 2014; Adams, Donovan, and Topple 2021; Allen, 
Zhu, and Sarkis 2021). In response, individual companies 
continually invest and commit to independent projects and 
initiatives to implement sustainability practices in their supply 
chains (Govindan 2018; Li et al. 2014). According to Heydari, 
Govindan, and Basiri (2020), a survey of companies showed 
that 80% wanted to make their supply chains sustainable and 
were willing to change their policies to comply with new 
environmental regulations and market demands. 
Increasingly, companies across different industries are com
mitting to implementing sustainability measures. For example, 
MOWI fishing company has committed to reducing 72% of 

GHG emissions in its fisheries supply chains by 2050 
(Vindheim 2019), while Nestle has committed to ensuring 
that 100% of its packaging is recyclable or reusable by 2025 
(Schneider 2020). Besides environmental sustainability, com
panies are committed to promoting decent labour conditions 
and diversity (Feng, Xueyan, and Orji 2021). Despite these 
efforts, FSC sustainability cannot be improved only through 
individual initiatives and independent projects (Nagurney and 
Nagurney 2010). Companies are encouraged to collaborate 
across their supply chains to increase responsiveness to market 
demands and conditions in different industries (Rezaei 
Vandchali, Hadi, and Chen 2021; Nasrollahi et al. 2020). As 
such, recent studies (e.g. Seuring, Aman, and Hettiarachchi 
2022; Nasrollahi et al. 2020) have highlighted collaboration as 
one of the key management strategies for improving sustain
ability performance.

Previous studies have examined the importance of colla
boration in improving the overall performance of firms, 
especially small firms (Rezaei Vandchali, Hadi, and Chen 
2021; Adams, Donovan, and Topple 2021; Nasrollahi et al. 
2020). The two types of supply chain collaboration in the 
literature are vertical and horizontal collaboration. Of these, 
horizontal collaboration with competitors (i.e. coopetition) 
has been little studied in the context of supply chain sustain
ability (Christ, Burritt, and Varsei 2017; Mirzabeiki, Qile, and 
Sarpong 2022; Jalali et al. 2021; Heydari, Govindan, and 
Basiri 2020). For example, a literature review by Chen et al. 
(2017) found neither a case study nor a study based on survey 
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methods that discussed collaboration with competitors for 
sustainability performance. In response, recent studies (e.g. 
Seuring, Aman, and Hettiarachchi 2022) call for further 
research focused on collaboration beyond traditional supply 
chain actors to improve sustainability performance in supply 
chain.

Moreover, coopetition and supply chain sustainability 
require support from a contemporary management system 
(Rezaei Vandchali, Hadi, and Chen 2021) and a set of 
relevant capabilities (Bengtsson, Raza-Ullah, and 
Vanyushyn 2016; Gnyawali and Park 2011). Recent contri
butions therefore call for examining causal mechanisms, 
and contextual factors or contingencies that influence the 
effect of coopetition on supply chain sustainability in 
dynamic industries (Mirzabeiki, Qile, and Sarpong 2022; 
Christ, Burritt, and Varsei 2017; Crick and Crick 2021). 
This is because without a clear understanding of the con
tingencies in a dynamic industry such as food, it is difficult 
to maximise the benefits of coopetition (Bacon, Williams, 
and Davies 2020; Gernsheimer, Kanbach, and Gast 2021). 
Norway, for example, uses a holistic or ecosystem-based 
approach to fisheries management (Larsen 2020). This 
approach recognises the importance of collaboration with 
non-traditional actors, capabilities and skills in the supply 
chain, and regulations to promote sustainable development 
(Lindland, Brita Gjerstad, and Ravagnan 2019; Hjellnes, 
Rustad, and Falch 2020; Silva, Dias, and Gold 2021). The 
present study responds to the recent calls for research by 
examining how coopetition practices in the fishing industry 
impact sustainability performance. Specifically, the study 
addresses two research questions:

RQ1:How does practising coopetition in the fishing industry 
improve supply chain sustainability performance?

RQ2:What contingencies influence the relationship 
between coopetition and supply chain sustainability in the 
fishing industry?

This study advances the existing body of knowledge in 
three ways. First, to the best of our knowledge, it is one of 
the early studies that explore the causal mechanisms 
through which coopetition impacts sustainability perfor
mance. Hence, we provide valuable insights for the supply 
chain managers involved in sustainability initiatives. 
Second, the present study uses a contingency approach 
to empirically identify factors that affect the relationship 
between coopetition and FSC sustainability. Finally, we 
propose future research opportunities related to coopeti
tion and supply chain sustainability in dynamic industries 
such as the food industry.

The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 
provides a theoretical background, followed by Section 3, 
which outlines the methodology followed in the study. 
Section 4 presents the findings along with a discussion that 
places them in perspective. Subsequently, Section 5 draws on 
the results and provides the managerial and theoretical con
tribution of the study. Finally, the conclusion section identi
fies the limitations of the study and opportunities for further 
research.

2. Theoretical foundation

2.1 Food supply chain (FSC) sustainability

The most widespread and shared interpretation of sustainability is 
the one that underlines the balancing of social, economic and 
environmental issues in a firm’s performance (the triple-bottom- 
line) (Elkington 1998). The existing literature provides valuable 
insights on sustainable supply chain management (Seuring, 
Aman, and Hettiarachchi 2022; Zhou, Pullman, and Zhiduan 
2021; Pagell and Shevchenko 2014; Seuring and Martin 2008; 
Rajesh 2020; Nagurney and Nagurney 2010). Zhou, Pullman, 
and Zhiduan (2021) argue that sustainable supply chain manage
ment principally constitutes a proactive stance of firms towards 
integrating environmental, social and economic issues. Similarly, 
Rajesh (2020) and Nagurney and Nagurney (2010) recommend 
that managing a sustainable supply chain should entail integrative 
decision-making by considering the triple bottom line across the 
supply chain. This paper defines FSC sustainability as optimising 
food supply chain performance considering economic, social, and 
environmental sustainability.

There is empirical evidence in the existing literature of the 
challenges that impede supply chain sustainability perfor
mance in the food industry (León Bravo, Verónica, and 
Caniato 2021). Examples include structural inefficiencies or 
lack of coordination (Carolina and Ellen 2018; Rezaei; 
Vandchali, Hadi, and Chen 2021; Siddh et al. 2021; 
Nasrollahi et al. 2020), industry dynamism and environmental 
externalities (Govindan 2018; Beske, Land, and Seuring 2014) 
and conventional food distribution (Gruchmann, Seuring, and 
Petljak 2019). Consequently, these challenges have led to 
increased GHG emissions, turning 30–50% of produced food 
into waste or loss (Singh, Yash Daultani, and Sahu 2022; León 
Bravo, Verónica, and Caniato 2021). Optimising sustainability 
goals in the food industry is justified by its significant percen
tage contribution to GHG emissions and increasing popula
tion growth (León-Bravo, Caniato, and Caridi 2018; Dania 
et al. 2018; Tarnanidis, Papathanasiou, and Subeniotis 2019; 
Singh, Yash Daultani, and Sahu 2022). For example, a recent 
report by Crippa et al. (2021) shows that the food industry 
accounts for 34% of GHG emissions globally, attributing it to 
energy use, food-related practices, technology, and waste. 
However, many supply chain actors struggle to balance the 
triple bottom line and their organisational structure (Siddh 
et al. 2021; León Bravo, Verónica, and Caniato 2021). As 
a result, recent studies (e.g. Rajesh 2020; Nagurney and 
Nagurney 2010) suggest achieving a sustainable supply chain 
through integrative decision-making across the supply chain.

2.2 Coopetition and FSC sustainability

Coopetition is prominently defined as simultaneous coopera
tion and competition interaction between firms regardless of 
whether they are involved in horizontal or vertical relation
ships (Bengtsson and Kock 2014; Abdalla et al. 2022). In other 
words, coopetition occurs when competitors cooperate on 
some value-adding activities while competing on other value- 
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adding activities within the same supply chain (Ritala 2001; 
Bengtsson and Kock 2000).

The existing literature shows that there are increasing 
efforts to address these challenges. Several approaches have 
been proposed in previous studies. Examples include the 
development of sustainable supply chain frameworks 
(Govindan, Shaw, and Majumdar 2021; Manzini and Accorsi 
2013), life cycle assessments (Gosalvitr et al. 2021), an integra
tive decision-making model or framework (Rajesh 2020; Flores 
et al. 2008) and alternative food supply chains (Gruchmann, 
Seuring, and Petljak 2019). However, the results of these efforts 
have not been satisfactory due to differences in independent 
management approaches, supply chain network embedment, 
and individual sustainability commitments and initiatives 
(Rezaei Vandchali, Hadi, and Chen 2021; León Bravo, 
Verónica, and Caniato 2021). As such, supply chain partners 
must increasingly build collaborative relationships while 
remaining competitive without harming the environment, 
people, or society, especially in highly dynamic industries 
such as the food industry (Carolina and Ellen 2018; 
Nasrollahi et al. 2020; Kumar, Subramanian, and Arputham 
2018). Accordingly, a new form of collaboration, such as 
coopetition, is advocated to address the current challenges in 
the food industry (Gernsheimer, Kanbach, and Gast 2021; 
Crick and Crick 2021).

Coopetition goes beyond the orthodox rules of the business 
relationship between cooperation and competition (Luo 2007; 

Hamel, Doz, and Prahalad 1989). This is because competitors 
who cooperate go beyond exogenous requirements, i.e. out of 
altruism or concern for the welfare of other stakeholders 
(Heide and Miner 1992). When competing firms cooperate, 
they tend to ignore the assumption of risk propensity as it is 
encompassed in the social aspect by considering the future of 
society as a whole and the indeterminate interaction (Hung 
and Tangpong 2010; Heide and Miner 1992). The food indus
try provides the subjects for interactions between actors that 
influence the tendency to cooperate indefinitely. This is due to 
existing environmental externalities, market conditions, regu
latory requirements and technological change that have no end 
point (Wiengarten, Pagell, and Fynes 2012; Beske, Land, and 
Seuring 2014).

Previous studies have documented the impact of coopeti
tion on firms’ supply chain sustainability performance (see 
examples in Table 1). For instance, Bengtsson and Johansson 
(2014)’s findings show that coopetition can strengthen firms’ 
market power through joint product-market strategies that 
help improve financial performance. Likewise, coopetition 
can promote sustainable innovation as firms share comple
mentary capabilities to develop friendly environmental tech
nology (Gnyawali and Park 2011; Munten et al. 2021; 
Mirzabeiki, Qile, and Sarpong 2022). For example, 
Limoubpratum, Shee, and Ahsan (2014) confirm that sharing 
distribution or transport facilities between competitors 
reduces GHG emissions. Similarly, Christ, Burritt, and Varsei 

Table 1. Review of published articles on coopetition for sustainability.

Author (s) Research objective Findings

Christ, Burritt, and 
Varsei (2017)

To identify potential benefits and problems of sustainability-based 
coopetition strategies using an actual coopetitive agreement between 
two companies in the Australian wine industry

● Each cooperating company’s profitability increased due to 
the efficient use of transportation capacity.

● Improved environmental performance, particularly in terms 
of reduced carbon dioxide emissions from increased bulk 
shipments

● It is problematic to balance economic performance with 
other sustainability aspects (e.g. the environmental aspect).

● The importance of recognising and incorporating collabora
tive competition strategies into environmental and sus
tainability management debates, standards, guidelines, 
and codes

● The outcomes of coopetitive strategies depend on the 
market and environmental dynamics of the industry as 
they evolve.

Limoubpratum, 
Shee, and 
Ahsan (2014)

Investigates whether coopetition strategy can lead to sustainability in the 
transport industry.

● The findings reveal coopetition strategies lead to improved 
economic, social and environmental performance

Jalali et al. (2021) To investigate the impact of coopetition within a closed-loop supply chain 
(CLSC) in the electronics industry.

● Coopetition strategies increase the economic and environ
mental performance of all members within the closed-loop 
supply chain network.

● The study revealed scenarios (e.g. market demand and 
consumer preference) under which companies engage in 
coopetition strategies.

Mirzabeiki, Qile, 
and Sarpong 
(2022)

To identify drivers, facilitators, and barriers of coopetition for supply chain 
sustainability in various industries such as the food industry, transport 
etc.

● Coopetition is an innovative type of interorganisational 
relationship to meet triple bottom line (economic, social 
and environmental) objectives to gain a competitive 
advantage

● Coopetition enables participating firms to develop rare 
capabilities.

Crick and Crick 
(2021)

To investigate whether coopetition strategy can lead to improved 
economic performance in the wine industry.

● Coopetition strategies lead to improved economic 
performance

● The relationship between coopetiton and economic perfor
mance is contingent on competitive intensity and compe
titor orientation

Munten et al. 
(2021)

To investigate tensions related to coopetition for sustainable innovation in 
the automotive industry.

The study identified four broad tensions between competitive  
strategy and cooperation in striving towards sustainability at  
the firm and societal levels.
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(2017) note that coopetition through dual sourcing reduces 
greenhouse gas emissions, subsequently improving sustain
ability performance. Overall, Gernsheimer, Kanbach, and 
Gast (2021) conclude that coopetition can address sustainabil
ity challenges because it stimulates mutual commitment and 
learning between firms towards optimising sustainability goals. 
Despite its benefits, coopetition is also seen as a source of 
additional financial and time costs, loss of control over critical 
activities, unintended knowledge loss, unscrupulous opportu
nism, and profit-sharing problems (Morris, Koçak, and Alper 
2007; Munten et al. 2021). We argue that the inconclusive 
results in the existing literature regarding the importance of 
coopetition are likely due to a lack of investigation of causal 
mechanisms and exclusion of context.

3. Methodology

3.1 Research Context: Coopetition practices in the 
Norwegian fishing industry

Fishing gear and instruments, waste management, healthy stocks, 
and controls are common targets of sustainability measures in the 
Norwegian fishing industry. Fisheries waste, for example, has 
become a symbol of the fishing industry’s global ecological crisis. 
To address this challenge, Norway was the first country in the 
world to introduce a ban on discards in 1987, more than 30 years 
before its European Union counterparts (Larsen 2020). Similarly, 
in implementing other sustainability measures, Norway uses an 
ecosystem-based approach to manage the fishing industry 
(Lindland, Brita Gjerstad, and Ravagnan 2019). This approach 
recognises the importance of collaboration throughout the fish
eries supply chain. For example, a collaborative sustainability 
initiative project – the Fishing for Litter Project – was introduced 
in 2017. The project scheme involves competing for fishing vessels 
to fight against marine litter and bycatch. Companies receive 
supply chain subsidies as an incentive to implement the project 
(Johnsen et al. 2020). Pakdeechoho and Sukhotu (2018) found 
that supply chain incentives prompt companies to participate in 
collaborative sustainability projects and improve sustainability 
performance in their supply chains. For example, in 2020 alone, 
208 tonnes of fishing litter were collected (Johnsen et al. 2020).

To understand the context and types of collaboration in the 
Norwegian fishing industry, we needed to conduct an extensive 
literature review, as suggested by (Silva, Dias, and Gold 2021; 
Stuart et al. 2002). It turned out that the whitefish industry met 
our research objectives, as coopetition is widespread in this sector. 
Different fishing associations are formed depending on geo
graphic location. Competing fishing vessels with varying fishing 
techniques (e.g. longliners and trawlers) are represented in the 
same association (Hjellnes, Rustad, and Falch 2020). Through 
initial contacts with individuals involved in the fishing industry, 
we confirmed that the Norwegian Frozen at Sea (NFAS) associa
tion meets the requirements of our research design for case selec
tion, as discussed in the next section.

3.2 Research design and case selection

This exploratory study uses an embedded case design (see 
Figure 1). The decision to choose a case study is based on 

four reasons. First, the case study research design allows for 
extensive data collection to draw plausible conclusions from 
a small study population (Miles, Michael Huberman, and 
Saldana 2020). Second, case studies allow for in-depth inter
views, making it relatively easier to understand the context 
(Bengtsson and Kock 2000). Third, case studies are suitable for 
investigating contemporary phenomena, such as coopetition 
in the food industry, where there is insufficient empirical 
research (Thomas 2016). Finally, an ecosystem-based 
approach and strict laws and regulations in Norwegian fish
eries management make this phenomenon complex, so a case 
study design is appropriate.

In line with our research objective, we selected and analysed 
cases based on the following criteria: (a) firms that compete 
and cooperate simultaneously within the same food industry 
and market, (b) cooperating firms embedded in the same net
work and (c) evidence of ongoing cooperative activities in both 
ends of their supply chains; upward and downstream. NFAS 
association members meet these criteria. For example, the 
selected cases within NFAS use the same sales organisation 
for all first-hand sales.1 Meanwhile, firms compete in selling 
non-first-hand products using their own sales agent. We 
applied purposive sampling (Miles, Michael Huberman, and 
Saldana 2020) and selected four cases within the NFAS asso
ciation: two longliner vessels, one trawler, and one sales agent. 
The four cases fall within the requirements of the research 
objective. Moreover, the selected number of cases is within the 
recommended sample size threshold of two to four for a small 
study aiming to cover the context and generate potentially 
relevant variables (Eisenhardt 1989). In addition to the 4 
cases, we used the administrator of NFAS as an informant.

3.3 Data collection

We collected both primary and secondary data. Semi- 
structured interviews were the primary sources of data. 
According to Thomas (2016), in-depth semi-structured inter
views are more suitable for data collection in small companies. 
The key informants involved in the interviews were directors 
or managers with sustainability knowledge. Due to COVID 
−19 restrictions, all the interviews were conducted and 
recorded on Zoom or Microsoft Teams. Subsequently, the 
interviews were transcribed following the data protection 
guidelines issued by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data 
(NSD). The compiled interview transcripts amounted to 58 

Figure 1. Embedded case study.
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pages, excluding handwritten notes taken during the inter
views. Archival sustainability reports, webpages, laws and reg
ulations, and research reports related to the fishing industry 
were reviewed as secondary data for triangulation or to corro
borate the primary data. The secondary data collected com
plemented each other, as Miles, Huberman, and Saldana 
(2020) suggested. The secondary data collected included 
approximately 212 pages that were used to validate the contra
dictory and inconsistent statements in the cases identified in 
the primary data. Table 2 summarises these sources.

3.4 Data Analysis

To begin our analysis, we conducted a descriptive exploration 
of the entire data set using qualitative analysis software (i.e. 
NVivo 12 Pro). We focused on the most frequently mentioned 
words: sustainability, food, knowledge, regulations, quotas, 
certifications, size and funds, technology, and standards. 
Next, we developed codes according to the analytical proce
dures recommended by Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton (2013). 
Using an abductive reasoning approach (Kovács, Remko, and 
Spens 2005; Vanover, Mihas, and Saldaña 2021), we gained an 
initial understanding of coopetition practices in the 
Norwegian fishing industry and relevant contextual factors. 
Furthermore, we conducted content analysis to develop mean
ingful themes by aggregating the emerging codes that explain 
the conditions influencing the relationship between coopeti
tion and supply chain sustainability in the fishing industry 
(Stuart et al. 2002).

In this iterative process, we moved back and forth between 
literature and our data, exploring how existing concepts might 
explain or be challenged by the data (Vanover, Mihas, and 

Saldaña 2021). Each author coded differently, and when dis
agreements arose, adjustments were made. This process con
tinued until a set of theoretical concepts emerged that 
explained the phenomenon (Vanover, Mihas, and Saldaña 
2021; Gioia, Corley, and Hamilton 2013). As a result, 
the second-order concepts were aggregated into three dimen
sions underlying the mediating, strengthening and weakening 
factors that influence the relationship between coopetition and 
FSC sustainability. Figure 2 summarises the analytical 
procedure.

4. Results and Discussion

Our analysis reveals that coopetition for FSC sustainability is 
associated with capabilities and mindset categorised into four 
main factors (1) Knowledge development, (2) Organisational 
responsiveness, (3) Reflexive control, and (4) Sustainability 
consciousness (see Figure 3). In the second part of our find
ings, we explain how laws, regulations, standards, and certifi
cations strengthen the relationship between coopetition and 
FSC sustainability performance. Finally, we identify insuffi
cient funds, conflicts of interest, and firm size as weakening 
factors.

4.1 Mediating factors

Using the analytical approach presented in Figure 2, we found 
that knowledge development, organisational responsiveness, 
and reflexive control are capabilities through which coopeti
tion can improve sustainability performance. Interestingly, the 
mediating factors revealed by our analysis are equivalent to the 
dynamic capabilities discussed in the extant literature (Siems, 

Table 2. Primary and secondary data collected.

Primary data Secondary data

Firm Details
Firm 
size

No. of 
Interviews

Interview 
length 
(Min.)

Transcribed 
Min

Transcribed 
pages

Interviewee 
(Code)

Internal & External 
sources

CASE A A family-owned and operated company 
that owns and operates longline fisheries

Small 1 75 66 11 Manager, CA ● Fisheries Act
● Sustainability 

reports (49 
pages)

● Webpages 
(Cases-10 
pages

● NSC (3 pages))
● MRA (11 pages),
● FHS-WMR  

(6 pages)
● Standard 

guidelines  
(7 pages)

● Press release  
(2 pages)

● Articles of asso
ciation  
(10 pages)

● Marine 
research insti
tute (114 pages

● Marine 
Resource Act

CASE B A longliner producing fillets on board, 
mainly of cod and haddock

Small 1 45 39 9 Director, CB

CASE C A family-owned trawler that produce fillets 
on board

Small 1 65 58 12 Director, CC

CASE D Sales agent Small 2 90 75 18 Manager, CD;  
Director CD

Administrator Administrator that represents the interest 
of vessels owner within the same 
association

N/A 1 60 56 11 Director, NFAS

Total 6 335 294 61

Acronyms: NSC- Norwegian Seafood Council; FHS-WMR- First-Hand sale of wild marine resources acts and regulations; MRA- Marine Resource Act

232 M. HARUN ET AL.



Figure 2. Analytical procedure.

Figure 3. Empirical framework.
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Land, and Seuring 2021; Beske, Land, and Seuring 2014; 
Gruchmann, Seuring, and Petljak 2019; Zhou, Pullman, and 
Zhiduan 2021). However, unlike previous studies (Siems, 
Land, and Seuring 2021; Beske, Land, and Seuring 2014), our 
results are based on an empirical analysis rather than 
a literature review. Similarly, in contrast to Mirzabeiki, Qile, 
and Sarpong (2022) and Zhou, Pullman, and Zhiduan (2021), 
our analysis explains how coopetition engenders dynamic cap
abilities relevant to improving supply chain sustainability per
formance rather than static capabilities of the firm.

4.1.1 Knowledge Development
In line with (Beske, Land, and Seuring 2014), we define knowl
edge development as practices that enable the acquisition of 
new knowledge and the evaluation of the current knowledge of 
the partners involved in the coopetition strategy. Our analysis 
shows that the coopetition strategy promotes team cohesion as 
firms are willing to share knowledge with their partners. As 
one interviewee noted, ‘ . . . in this group, instead of each actor 
sitting on their own knowledge network, we try to combine the 
knowledge we have . . . ’ (Manager, CA). To develop and 
evaluate new knowledge, the coopetiting companies meet reg
ularly and conduct joint programmes to respond to customer 
needs and fill knowledge gaps. Besides, key customers from 
different parts of the world are invited to visit fishing boats in 
Norway. As one interviewee noted ‘ . . . we also have customers 
from UK visiting us on board vessels to inspect our operations 
on board and also the crew; then they can give us a certificate 
of approval . . . ’ (Director, CB). In this way, customers become 
knowledgeable about the production process. The result is that 
fishing vessels increase their ability to meet customers’ require
ments and improve customers’ confidence in product quality 
and the reputation of fishing practices. Consequently, compa
nies can retain their customers for a long time, thus sustaining 
their business. The following quote can illustrate this: ‘ . . . . 
many times, we see that they have different points of view 
because, in the end, the buyer doesn’t know anything about 
the fishery, or the fisherman doesn’t know anything about the 
final market . . . . we meet each other and think together’ 
(Manager, CA).

In addition, customers are invited by the NFAS association 
to participate in a competition. The goal is not only competi
tion, but that fishers and customers have program together to 
synthesise knowledge. As the director for CD said: ‘each year 
in Britain there is a big competition; the fish and chips award 
(. . .) and every year we invite the ten finalists . . . we invite them 
to have a three-day programme together’. Customer visits to 
fishing operations are an essential incentive for companies to 
move towards more sustainable fishing practices as customers 
are conscious of environmental impacts and food safety. Jalali 
et al. (2021) suggest that customers’ increased sustainability 
awareness is forcing companies to meet them regularly.

Furthermore, since marketing activities are part of the 
collaboration, companies use the Seafood Council to provide 
market information to consumers on behalf of the companies. 
Jointly organising the marketing of seafood, especially white
fish, improves the marketing knowledge of each company and 
protects the brand and reputation of Norwegian seafood. Thus, 
companies can easily reach the world seafood market. The 

director for CD noted: ‘they promote seafood from Norway 
and make sure that we have market access. Also, they serve as 
an information channel as they go out and ensure that all 
matters related to the seafood industry in Norway are com
municated correctly’. The result is that fishing companies 
expand the customer base for their products, which improves 
the business profitability (Siems, Land, and Seuring 2021; 
Beske, Land, and Seuring 2014). This leads to our first 
proposition:

P1:Coopetition enables participating actors to develop new 
knowledge through regular meetings and joint training pro
grammes, which subsequently improve supply chain sustain
ability performance in the fishing industry.

4.1.2 Organisational Responsiveness
The analysis found that coopetition improves companies’ abil
ity to respond to unforeseen events and reshape the supply 
chain. Consistent with previous studies (Da-yuan and Liu 
2014; Ki-Jung, Park, and Kim 2016; Gruchmann, Seuring, 
and Petljak 2019), we refer to this capability as organisational 
responsiveness. Accordingly, we define organisation respon
siveness as an organisation’s ability to respond to unforeseen 
changes in a timely manner and reconfigure its routine collec
tive actions to seize opportunities arising from the rapidly 
changing environment. Our analysis revealed that coopetiting 
firms develop this capability through continuous resource 
improvement, adaptability, and innovative behaviour. Our 
results highlight three ways the continuous improvement cap
ability developed through coopetition improves sustainability 
performance. First, sustainable sourcing of key partners for 
fishing boat construction. Coopetiting companies help each 
other to improve their ability to identify and select the right 
partner for boat construction that uses less fuel or oil to reduce 
GHG emissions. This allows fishers to improve the ability to 
outsource globally. As one interviewee noted, ‘ . . . the reason 
for building in Turkey is that we had a time in Norway when 
we built so many oil boats . . . ’ (Director, CE). Second, coope
titing companies improve their ability to source all other 
components of fishing boats (e.g. electrical equipment and 
spare parts) locally. Third, companies cooperate in building 
shipyards and deep-freeze terminals locally. This allows com
panies to reduce operating costs, create more jobs for sur
rounding communities, and reduce gas emissions (Siems, 
Land, and Seuring 2021; Deng, Guan, and Jiayan 2021).

Moreover, coopetition improves the ability to change old 
business practices in times of crisis to meet new customer 
demands. For example, during the ongoing COVID −19 pan
demic, fishers were able to reshape their supply chains and find 
alternative outlets for their products. Eslami et al. (2021) con
sider this ability as supply chain agility. As the interviewee 
explained, ‘ . . . with the Corona situation, we see in some cases 
that we are able to change the way we work to cope with the 
crisis, and we use the knowledge to do that’ (Manager, CA). 
This ability helped the cooperating companies to survive eco
nomically during this pandemic period. It enabled the compa
nies to meet the demand of their customers, achieve their 
annual sales target, and thus improve their financial perfor
mance. At the same time, the cooperating companies provided 
a good working environment for their employees, as no 
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employees worked in a furlough programme during the 
pandemic.

On the other hand, boat design improvement is one of the 
innovative behavioural capabilities generated through coopeti
tion. Consistent with Flores et al. (2008) and Munten et al. 
(2021), technological growth increases pressure on the entire 
supply chain to improve operational efficiency and reduce 
GHG emissions. One interviewee noted that ‘the new modern 
technology uses the peak shaving battery to power the vessel’s 
main engine, which minimises fuel consumption’ (Director, 
CD). Therefore, innovative behaviour through interorganisa
tional relationships is critical to addressing these pressures 
(Silva, Dias, and Gold 2021). Similarly, fishing boats are 
designed to sail smoothly on the sea. This reduces the fuel 
consumption of the boats and thus the emission of pollutants. 
This innovative behaviour leads to modern environment- 
friendly technology for fishing boats. The following quote 
illustrates this: ‘ . . . but also, another thing is the design of 
the boat. You need to get it sail smoothly in the waters, which 
reduces oil consumption’ (Director, CD)”

The lesson here is that coopetition improves the organisa
tional responsiveness capability of each participating com
pany. The ability to reshape a company’s supply chains is 
critical in addressing the challenges posed by unpredictable 
events, rapid technological change, and the unpredictability of 
market demand (Eslami et al. 2021). These challenges have 
proven to be an obstacle for most companies in improving the 
sustainability of their supply chains (Siems, Land, and Seuring 
2021; Govindan 2018; Beske, Land, and Seuring 2014). This 
leads us to our second proposition as follows:

P2:Coopetition enables actors to reshape their supply 
chains through continuous improvement, adaptation, and 
innovative behaviour, subsequently improving their sustain
ability performance.

4.1.3 Reflexive control
Reflexive control refers to capabilities that enable the organisa
tion to continuously assess ongoing sustainability require
ments and conditions to maintain its business functionality 
(Beske, Land, and Seuring 2014; Zhou, Pullman, and Zhiduan 
2021; Siems, Land, and Seuring 2021). Our findings highlight 
two ways coopetition improves reflexive control capabilities 
that enhance sustainability performance. First, developing 
joint boats tracking system to improve catch traceability. The 
system tracks all fishing boats and their activities at sea. As one 
interviewee noted, ‘ . . . all our boats are tracked, and we can go 
back minute by minute and know where the boats have been 
and where they have been fishing’ (Director, CB). The joint 
tracking system guarantees that (1) the fish are caught legally 
and (2) the total catch, time, and location are recorded. This 
allows other key stakeholders in the fishery to easily access all 
necessary information. For example, the government can 
monitor each company’s total allowable catch (TAC) on 
time, which in turn helps prevent overfishing. In addition, 
the customer can quickly determine the quality of the fish 
before approving further processing stage. One interviewee 
said, ‘ . . . all the fish we take on board are labelled and can be 
traced . . . if our customer in the US has a problem with fish 
from our fleet, they can trace it back to the fishing field’ 

(Director, CD). This way labels signal to customers details 
about the fish’s quality standards and ingredients 
(Pakdeechoho and Sukhotu 2018).

Second, through reflexive control, coopetition helps 
improve the firm’s ability to sustain its long-term financial 
performance. Our analysis found that coopetiting companies 
use a joint credit control system to assess the creditworthiness 
of their customers. This system keeps records of all potential 
customers and their creditworthiness. The aim is to prevent 
fishing vessels within the same coopetition network from 
going bankrupt. This is because only financially stable custo
mers can buy. Thus, coopetition improves the ability of com
panies to secure credit sales by increasing transparency. This is 
evidenced by the following quote.

‘What this organisation ensures is that the fishers get paid if 
they sell on credit; we make sure that a company doesn’t sell 
fish to customers who already have too much on credit . . . ’. 
(Director, NFAS)

In line with Zhou, Pullman, and Zhiduan (2021) and 
Gruchmann, Seuring, and Petljak (2019), reflexive control 
improves a company’s ability to implement new sustainability 
demands, guaranteeing product quality and food safety. In 
contrast to previous studies, our analysis shows reflexive con
trol as a requisite for coopetition to improve sustainability. 
Accordingly, we posit our third proposition:

P3:Coopetition enables actors to develop reflexive control 
capabilities through shared ICT tracking and customer credit 
analysis system, which improves supply chain sustainability 
performance in the fishing industry.

4.1.4 Sustainability consciousness
Sustainability consciousness refers to the experience and 
awareness of the importance of sustainable practices in their 
supply chains (Gericke et al. 2019). In this study, we define 
experience as actors’ recognition of the harmful impact of past 
fishing practices. On the other hand, we define awareness as 
the present mindset and actions towards supply chain sustain
ability. Coopetition creates sustainability consciousness as 
information about the past generation’s actions is widely 
ingrained in the mindsets of many actors. Being aware and 
understanding past generation actions motivates coopetiting 
actors to adopt sustainable fishing practices. As one intervie
wee noted ‘ . . . If you go thirty years back in time, then the 
boats just threw all the garbage to the sea. Now, nobody does it 
because we have a totally different understanding about our 
environment’ (Manager, CD). As a result, all coopetiting com
panies within NFAS association voluntarily participate in 
a collaborative Fishing for Litter Project. The project aims to 
fight against marine litter thrown into the sea by the past 
generation. Actors collect bycatch waste, both recyclable 
waste and other litter, from the sea to land for free. This is 
evidenced by the following quote.

‘ . . . also have this fishing for litter project where we take litter 
when we go out and bring it back. Because in our history there 
have been lots of things put in the sea going back for many years, 
but now we have more focus on the impacts’ (Director, CA).

Our findings suggest that the fishing for litter project directly 
impacts the companies’ financial performance because actors 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SUSTAINABLE ENGINEERING 235



use this project to market and create a reputation for their 
involvement in sustainability practices to customers. In this 
way, Norwegian whitefish market grows and so does the profit 
of each company as sales revenue increases annually. 
Consequently, Norwegian whitefish is considered to be caught 
sustainably in seafood markets worldwide. The quote below 
highlights the importance of the fishing for litter project.

‘We get calls from our customers about the feedback they get when 
they say that the boats that deliver our fish are also part of this 
fishing for litter project, meaning that they [suppliers] are taking 
care of the environment. This is very important for them in their 
marketing up against the UK food chains’. (Director, CE).

Against the backdrop above, we advance our fourth 
proposition.

P4:Coopetition generates actors’ sustainability conscious
ness to rectify past actions, subsequently improving sustain
ability performance in their fishing supply chains.

4.2 Strengthening factors

4.2.1 Laws and regulations
Our analysis shows that laws and regulations strengthen the 
relationship between coopetition and supply chain sustainabil
ity performance. Fishing vessels involved in the coopetition 
strategy operate in a strict regulatory environment under the 
supervision of governmental organisations (GOs) and non- 
governmental organisations (NGOs) with legitimate power. 
Stakeholders are involved in (1) formulating and monitoring 
fisheries management (e.g. catch quota regulations), (2) con
ducting research, and (3) certifying standards for fish quality, 
safety, and sustainability

Previous studies have broadly discussed the role of stake
holders in supply chain sustainability (Siems, Land, and 
Seuring 2021; Govindan 2018; Nasrollahi et al. 2020). 
However, this study contextualises laws, regulations, certifica
tions, and standards. This is because we relied on established 
Norwegian fisheries management legislations in our analytical 
procedure to corroborate our primary data source. These 
legislations provide detailed regulations for catches, quota 
management, licences, penalties and fees, technical require
ments, and sustainability practices. The analysis identifies 
three ways laws and regulations strengthen the relationship 
between coopetition and FSC sustainability.

First, the dynamics of fishery products caught and practices 
in the sea have led the government to establish different reg
ulations for certain species and fishing practices or methods 
(see Figure 2). For example, cod and haddock, which account 
for nearly 70% of the total first sale or value in the Norwegian 
Barents Sea zone, are subject to different regulations. At the 
same time, there are technical regulations for certain fishing 
practices or methods. For trawlers, for example, there are 
several regulations that impose technical requirements on 
gear design and use in certain areas to reduce bycatch of fish 
below the minimum size. As one interviewee noted, ‘it’s also 
about regulations that are there . . . for instance, there’s a place 
in the ocean where it’s not allowed to use trawlers . . . or there 
are places where it’s not allowed to trawl deeper than 1000 
metres . . . ’ (Director, NFSA). The goal is to address the lack of 

consensus on conceptualising sustainable practices between 
longliners and trawlers involved in the coopetition strategy. 
Hence, improving sustainability performance.

Second, our findings show that inadequate regulations and 
laws in the past generation may have been the cause of the 
extinction of some fish species in the sea. The government set 
the Total Allowed Catches (TAC) under the quota system to 
deal with this problem. Essentially, all interviewees reported 
the existence of a quota system enshrined in the laws regulat
ing wild marine resources towards sustainability performance. 
For example, one interviewee noted, ‘.we have these regula
tions that we fish based on quotas, and it helps to take care of 
sustainability’ (Manager, CA). Interestingly, the quota system 
reforms have resulted in higher profits for individual compa
nies within the NFAS association. As a result, companies were 
able to invest in new modern technology for fishing vessels. 
The initiative has reduced CO2 emissions from 1.8 million 
tonnes in 2004 to 1.1 million tonnes in 2015.

Third, all coopetiting firms must comply with state labour 
laws to ensure decent workplaces, labour rights, and diversity. 
As the manager in CA noted, ‘I think in Norway the social 
aspect is not very important in most companies because we 
have very good workers’ rights’. Legal requirements for local 
community support and workers’ rights are part of social 
sustainability initiatives. For example, one interviewee said, 
‘ . . . and everything goes back, and we support everything in 
the village and the system, we stay in’ (Director, CB). Besides, 
all companies understand sustainability as putting people’s 
interests first. As the director of NFAS noted, ‘ . . . when we 
talk about sustainability, of course, it is about the people; the 
crew and the new boats have a better standard’.

4.2.2 Standards and Certification
Our analysis has revealed the prominent role of certification as 
part of regulation in the Norwegian fisheries sector. According 
to the standard guidelines, all companies must certify their 
fishing gear and catches to comply with the principle of sus
tainable exploitation. Although a private organisation carries 
out the certification, it has been institutionalised in the state 
system and made mandatory for fishing companies. 
Nevertheless, market demand also plays an essential role in 
ensuring that fishing companies certify their products to be 
able to sell them. This is highlighted by the following quote:

‘For example, we have had a boat last week delivering fish that we 
caught on Greenland and it’s not within MSC approvement. Then 
my customers in the UK said that we can’t buy this fish because it’s 
not MSC approved’ (Manager, CD).

Although certification plays an important role, some respon
dents believe the process is unnecessary. The biggest concern is 
that Norwegian fisheries are strictly regulated, and there is no 
way to catch fish in an unsustainable way. In addition, the 
MSC organisation heavily depends on the government inspec
tion system for certification. Nevertheless, they see the impor
tance of certification because not all countries in the same 
market have the same regulations as Norway. So, as the direc
tor of CB questioned, ‘there are issues with this MSC certifica
tion, but at the same time, the purpose of what they do is very 
serious in many ways, very good, because they regulate’. 
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Despite these concerns, all coopetiting companies believe that 
the certification and standards play an essential role in improv
ing their market share in the global market, thus improving the 
financial performance of each company.

Unlike previous studies that emphasise the importance of 
stakeholder engagement in improving sustainability perfor
mance, our study focuses on regulations, laws, certifications, 
and standards, which tend to vary across industries and coun
tries and may significantly impact sustainability practices 
regardless of who is responsible for monitoring them. Hence, 
we propose the following:

P5:Laws and regulations strengthen the coopetition rela
tionship and supply chain sustainability performance in the 
fishing industry. In addition, certification and standard guide
lines complement laws and regulations to strengthen the role 
of coopetition in improving sustainability performance.

4.3 Weakening factors

All respondents identified insufficient funds, group structure 
and conflicts of interest as weakening factors for achieving 
better sustainability performance through the NFAS network, 
as explained below.

4.3.1 Insufficient funds
Building modern and environmentally friendly fishing vessels 
requires companies to invest heavily. As the manager in CA 
stated, ‘when you have to make those green choices, it’s even 
more expensive’. Our analysis shows that investing in sustain
able technologies depends on (1) market price and exchange 
rate stability and (2) altruism. As the Director in CC noted, ‘it’s 
expensive, but I think you just have to make some of those 
choices to be part of where the world is going’. However, the 
first reason is more prominent as it affects the company’s 
profit. The director in CD explains, ‘if you have a fleet that’s 
not making profit, you cannot expand and develop to meet the 
changes in the market’.

Even though companies are making good money due to the 
current market prices and exchange rate stability (at the time 
of data collection), the market price can change, and compa
nies are concerned about the future financial performance of 
their businesses. Thus, they are reluctant to allocate consider
able funds to invest in greener vessels, as very few companies 
have been able to invest in fifth-generation vessels. Most 
importantly, companies are unwilling to allocate more funds 
to greener ships because they know the impact of market price 
declines and exchange rate fluctuations on their financial 
performance.

The analysis suggests that the instability of market prices 
and exchange rates affects firms’ profits because firms cannot 
invest in more advanced and environmentally friendly tech
nologies. Hence, the following proposition:

P6: Uncertain cashflows, characterised by market price and 
exchange rate instability, weaken the role of coopetition in 
improving supply chain sustainability in the fishing industry.

4.3.2 Conflicts of interests
We found that several groups in the Norwegian fishing indus
try differ regarding geographical location and the type of fish 

species they catch. Each group is allocated a different fund for 
marketing activities. However, they must all follow the general 
marketing strategies established by the Norwegian Seafood 
Council. The unequal allocation of funds directly affects how 
companies engage in sustainability initiatives. This is because 
companies see their market position in the global marketplace 
at risk. Furthermore, the lack of consensus on sustainable 
fishing practices within the same association affects how com
panies engage or invest in sustainable initiatives and technol
ogies. Because longliners feel that trawlers are not sustainable, 
they are not willing to invest much in environmentally friendly 
technologies. As the manager in CA stated: ‘instead of going to 
the market and say we have the best quality, we have tried to 
focus on fillets from Norway in general. So, we try to give 
a bigger and better picture and talk about Norwegian fillets in 
general instead of saying that our fillets are the best and the 
trawlers’ fillets are not so good’. The fewer conflicts of interest 
there are in a group, the more likely cooperating companies 
will engage in sustainability initiatives and practices (Munten 
et al. 2021). This leads us to propose the following:

P7: Conflicts of interest characterised by a lack of consensus 
on sustainability practices and generic marketing activities 
weaken the link between coopetition and FSC sustainability.

4.4.3 Firm size
The findings show that sustainability initiatives and decisions 
are highly dependent on a few top managers, as most compa
nies are family-run. Thus, vessel owners prioritise the family 
interests over investing in advanced technologies. The reason 
is that these companies use private property as collateral for 
bank loans. The managers feel that they risk losing family 
ownership if they invest heavily in sustainable technologies. 
As one of the Directors for CB noted, ‘to get the money from 
the bank, I have to secure the bank (loan) with my private 
house at home’. Limited financial resources affect how mem
bers of the same group implement sustainability, especially in 
dynamic industries such as food. Thus, we propose the 
following:

P8: Firms’ size, characterised by few top decision-makers in 
implementing sustainability, weakens the link between coope
tition and FSC sustainability.

5. Contribution

This study contributes to theory and actionable insights for 
managers and policymakers. In this section, we discuss theo
retical and managerial implications as follows.

5.1 Theoretical implication

The main contributions of this study to theory are threefold. 
The study provides empirical evidence that (1) practising coo
petition in the food industry improves supply chain sustain
ability performance (2) practising coopetition fosters the 
development of a bundle of dynamic capabilities for increasing 
sustainability performance (3) Laws, regulations and certifica
tions are contingent factors under which coopetition effec
tively improve supply chain sustainability performance in the 
food industry.
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First, to the best of our knowledge, this is one of the first 
studies to empirically examine the importance of practising 
coopetition for supply chain sustainability performance in the 
fishing industry. Coopetition acts as a sustainability informa
tion bridge between actors across the supply chain, improving 
sustainability awareness. The results of this study show that 
dynamic capabilities (i.e knowledge development, organisa
tional responsiveness, and reflexive control) are required for 
optimising the triple bottom line in food supply chains. 
Besides, our results are consistent with Dyer, Singh, and 
Hesterly (2018) and Aslam et al. (2018), who argued that 
firms that repeatedly collaborate in a dynamic environment 
tend to derive the greatest benefits. Thus, this study is one of 
the few studies in the field of supply chain management that 
explain the role of sustainability consciousness in achieving 
FSC sustainability performance.

Second, while previous studies emphasise the importance of 
coopetition for firm performance and innovation, we knew 
little about how coopetition strategy leads to improved supply 
chain sustainability in dynamic industries such as the food 
industry (Mirzabeiki, Qile, and Sarpong 2022). Therefore, 
this study provides empirical evidence that suggests causal 
mechanisms under which coopetition effectively improves 
supply chain sustainability performance in the fishing indus
try. Third, besides highlighting the importance of practising 
coopetition in the fishing industry, this study uncovers 
a relevant dynamic capabilities mediating the relationship 
between coopetition and FSC sustainability performance. 
Unlike previous studies (e.g. Gnyawali and Park 2011; 
Bengtsson, Raza-Ullah, and Vanyushyn 2016; Mirzabeiki, 
Qile, and Sarpong 2022) that focus on the static capabilities 
required to manage coopetition strategy and the resulting 
tensions, our study provides empirical evidence of the dynamic 
capabilities developed through coopetition to improve supply 
chain sustainability performance in highly turbulent business 
environments.

5.2 Managerial implications

Our study provides actionable insights to help managers 
involved with the food industry optimise the triple bottom 
line of their supply chains (i.e. environmental, social, and 
economic) through coopetition. In general, this study outlines 
the routine actions (e.g. joint programmes and training) that 
help managers continuously develop dynamic capabilities to 
maximise the benefits of coopetition in developing sustainable 
supply chains. In addition, we encourage managers to coopete 
as it improves sustainability awareness throughout the supply 
chain. Coopetition also helps actors with different fishing 
practices within the same industry reach consensus on sustain
able practices. Coopetition is thus a tool to solve the problem 
of conceptualising sustainable practices and thus making com
mon standards and certification for sustainability acceptable to 
a broader society.

Moreover, our findings reveal that optimising supply chain 
in line with triple bottom line (i.e environmental, social and 
economic) requires huge financial investments, as greener 
technologies are expensive in the fishing industry. This study 
strongly advises owners and managers in the food industry to 

‘coopete’ as it improves the ability of companies to adapt to 
new changes that could impact individual profits if they had 
committed to stand-alone sustainability initiatives or projects. 
For example, sharing the fisheries tracking system helps com
panies reduce their individual financial commitment.

Finally, our results provide policymakers with guidance on 
relevant laws, regulations, and certification measures to moni
tor coopetition in improving supply chain sustainability per
formance in the food industry. Our findings show that 
coopetition in improving supply chain sustainability perfor
mance in the food industry is associated with challenges such 
as insufficient investment or resources and conflicts of interest. 
Therefore, policymakers should focus on providing sustain
ability-friendly incentive schemes (i.e. sustainability subsidies), 
especially for small and medium enterprises, to motivate them 
to transform their supply chains to sustainability.

6. Conclusion

This study began with the argument that FSC sustainability is 
increasingly gaining attention due to dynamic market condi
tions and concerns about food safety and environmental 
impacts. In response, companies are increasingly pressured 
to collaborate beyond their traditional actors. In this way, 
horizontal collaboration, such as coopetition, is seen as 
a crucial inter-firm relationship for improving sustainability 
in supply chains (Mirzabeiki, Qile, and Sarpong 2022). 
However, the results of the existing literature on the outcomes 
of coopetition are inconclusive. We have provided two possi
ble reasons for this problem. In our study, we avoided these 
two pitfalls. As a result, we provide empirical evidence on the 
casual mechanism, strengthening and weakening factors that 
contribute to coopetition improving supply chain sustainabil
ity performance in the fishing industry (see Figure 3).

Based on our findings, we argue that coopetition improves 
sustainability performance in the food industry through 
dynamic capabilities (i.e. knowledge development, organisa
tional responsiveness & reflexive control) and sustainability 
consciousness. Firms within an established network can 
develop a range of relationship-related capabilities (Chauhan 
et al. 2022). For example, sharing ICT networks in the fishing 
industry increases supply chain transparency for all interested 
stakeholders, leading to better monitoring and control of fish
ing practices. As a result, this fosters firms to meet minimum 
standards of environmental and social conduct. Similarly, 
through increased collaboration, such as coopetition, compa
nies within the network improve their ability to reshape their 
supply chains to seize new adaptations and changes to opti
mise the three sustainability goals.

Moreover, our findings reveal that laws and regulations, 
standards and certifications positively influence the link 
between coopetition and FSC sustainability performance. In 
contrast, insufficient funds, firm size, and conflicts of interest 
weaken the relationship between coopetition and FSC 
sustainability.

Although this study provides valuable insights, it has several 
limitations that suggest avenues for future research. First, our 
study is based on a single embedded case which limits the ability 
to generalise our findings as it lacks a quantitative analysis to 
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support our findings. Therefore, a quantitative analysis is needed 
to test our empirical framework. Second, our study did not 
consider the interactions or complementary effects between 
these factors that influence the relationship between coopetition 
and FSC sustainability. For example, the interaction between 
organisational responsiveness and knowledge development 
could have a complementary effect on the link between coopeti
tion and FSC sustainability. Further study will help reveal how 
combining lower levels of dynamic capabilities would affect 
higher-level orders towards achieving sustainability performance.

Finally, insufficient resources and conflicts of interest 
increase environmental externalities and complexities in the 
food supply chain. Therefore, companies fail to plan and pre
dict the outcomes of their sustainability commitments and 
initiatives. Future studies should therefore focus on using 
quantitative methods to examine how dynamic capabilities 
improve FSC sustainability performance under different levels 
of environmental dynamism in the food industry.

Note

1. First-hand sales are sales of wild marine resources from the person 
who hauled them, and the first sales after landing if the catch has 
not previously been sold through or with the approval of a fishing 
community
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