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Developer coopetition: Cooperating competitors in market-led urban 

redevelopment 

Purpose: Developers operating in the same redevelopment area have strong common 

interests, but eventually sell their units in the same market. This article investigates 

mutually beneficial interactions between competing housebuilding firms. 

Methods: The article relies on semi-structured interviews with 13 project managers. The 

managers are drawn from redevelopment areas in Oslo, Norway, and represent 10 firms 

with experience of interacting with one another. It employs a thematic narrative 

analysis.  

Findings: The article finds that competing developers often identify mutual interests in 

infrastructure development and branding, share positive relationships, and tend to help 

one another. However, their cooperation is limited by: narrow and misaligned time 

frames both for devising strategies and investment timing; difficulties in justifying 

monetary costs for incalculable benefits; and the easier option of leaving coordination to 

the municipality.  

Practical implications: The article concludes that there is significant potential for further 

coopetition, which could be exploited for more efficient redevelopment projects and 

increased production of positive externalities from, for instance, public spaces and 

marketing activities. The importance of timing for cooperation in development projects 

is an argument for municipalities to use tools to set the pace in urban redevelopment.  

Originality/value: The article introduces the concept of  'coopetition' (voluntary 

cooperation between competitors) to private sector-led redevelopment. It may be the 

first paper to focus on voluntary cooperation between development firms in direct 

competition.  

Keywords: redevelopment, cooperation, coopetition, externalities, area branding 

Introduction 

This article investigates voluntary cooperation between neighbouring housing developers in urban 

redevelopment areas. In organisational theory, such cooperation between competitors is called 

coopetition (Giovanni and Giovanna, 2002). In coopetition, competition enforces efficiency, while 
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cooperation allows firms to achieve economies of scale and scope that would be unattainable alone. 

Developers can gain important advantages by cooperating to achieve these economies (Song and Lind, 

2009). However, there are unique mechanisms when cooperating with competitors, as they have 

symmetric interests but also disincentives to help each other create competitive products (Dagnino, 

2009). When building housing in unattractive parts of the city, developers have a common interest in 

creating a marketable neighbourhood. Simultaneously, they face stiff competition for customers, a 

tension which previously has been studied only cursorily by real estate scholars. Previous studies of 

mandatory cooperation and vertical cooperation with other actors in the value chain, in public-private 

partnerships and in joint ventures, all lack this tension.  

The coopetition literature identifies benefits competitors can achieve through cooperation which are 

relevant in private-led redevelopment. Foremost of these are increased benefits from positive 

externalities (i.e. secondary effects that benefit others in the area) (Osarenkhoe, 2010). Through 

coopetition, firms that provide positive externalities can be compensated by beneficiaries either directly 

or by receiving similar benefits in return, internalising part of the benefit (Coase, 1960). This article 

investigates whether competing developers cooperate with each other to internalise externalities and 

how they strategise to achieve other scalar economies together, and identifies factors that promote and 

hinder coopetition. It explains how the Norwegian redevelopment process makes coopetition difficult, 

despite there being a fundamentally cooperative atmosphere among developers.  

The article employs interviews with 13 project managers in Oslo, Norway. The City of Oslo has a 

redevelopment-focused, market-led development policy whereby developers prepare their own detailed 

zoning plans for their projects and provide substantial parts of the infrastructure and public areas in 

return for building rights, thereby providing ample opportunity for coopetition. 

Coopetition 

Inter-firm relationship theory before the turn of the millennium focused either on competition between 

firms to achieve advantages over one another or on cooperation for collaborative advantages, and these 

were seen as diametrically opposite (M'Chirgui, 2005). While the term coopetition had been used before 

(Bouncken et al., 2015), Bradenburger and Nalebuff introduced it to the wider academic and 
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professional world in their book Co-opetition (1996), wherein they analyse situations where actors try

both to increase the size of the pie and to get as big a slice as possible. Here, both cooperation and 

competition pay off depending on the specifics. 

There are several reasons why coopetition is relevant in private-led development, and particularly in 

redevelopment. There tends to be several developers working alongside one another in each area; urban 

redevelopment projects are expensive, with uncertainty regarding both income and expenses (Weiler, 

2000). Even big actors might be unwilling or unable to buy all available plots in an area, preferring to 

split their available capital on multiple projects with different time horizons (Wernstedt et al., 2003). On 

the other hand, once there is some interest to redevelop one plot, the neighbouring plots becomes more 

lucrative for redevelopment which draws more developers to the area (Nordahl and Eika, 2017). 

Particularly where the public sector lacks the legal and financial tools to assemble land and 

spark redevelopment, this can lead to a freerider problem where all developers have an incentive 

to wait for the others to develop (DiPasquale and Wheaton, 1996). 

There are many positive externalities developers can cooperate on internalising. For instance, planning 

for cleaner air (McCord et al., 2018), aesthetic constructions (Nase et al., 2016), greenspace (Mei et al., 

2018) or kindergartens (Theisen and Emblem, 2018) generates externalities for neighbouring plots in 

the form of higher housing prices. However, the fact that the public enforces a certain provision of these 

goods and divides the costs among the developers may stifle motivation to cooperate on maximising the 

value added through such externalities, causing a crowding-out effect (Ford, 2007). The areas which 

municipalities single out for redevelopment typically have a low standing in the housing market 

(Teaford, 2000). Low marketability of redevelopment areas is a significant barrier to redevelopment 

(Hutchison and Disberry, 2015), prompting developers to spend resources on branding not only their 

individual projects but also entire neighbourhoods. This creates a positive externality for any plot with 

redevelopment potential in that neighbourhood. 

Any activity that provides positive externalities is prone to under-provision (Alfano and Marwell, 1980). 

A developer does not receive the entire benefit of area branding or infrastructure. Standard economic 

theory suggests they will invest in these goods until their marginal costs meets marginal benefits. This 
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individual equilibrium point is lower than the social equilibrium, where marginal costs for all developers 

in total meet marginal benefits for all developers in total. In the same way, a firm developing an entire 

redevelopment area would want to invest more in these goods than the sum of individually optimal 

investments if the area were fragmented between multiple firms. If possible, developers try to internalise 

these externalities by constructing large projects on cheaper greenfield sites outside the city (Fujita et 

al., 2001). Through coopetition, neighbouring developers in the existing city would be able to internalise 

some of these positive externalities, either by sharing their costs with other developers who benefit or 

by ensuring that the beneficiaries provide proportional externalities. This in turn provides an incentive 

to increase investments in externality-generating activities which benefit the general public, as with 

increased investments in public spaces (Brainard and Dolbear Jr, 1967). Such positive externalities 

might be maximised more efficiently through bilateral agreements, where beneficiaries compensate the 

providers, than through public intervention (Webster, 1998). 

Despite this, the literature on how competing developers might cooperate is scant. Henderson (2010) 

reports on cooperation between developers in Paddington, London, following a municipal initiative to 

spark synergetic development in the fragmented site. He finds that it is difficult for the local government 

to spark such collaboration, but once it is under way the participating firms benefit from joint marketing 

and greater physical connectivity between the projects. Coiacetto (2006) writes about how dominant 

developers can gain competitive advantages, and some of these can also be gained through cooperation 

between developers. Particularly, cooperating or oligopolistic firms can influence public policy and the 

planning process. Similarly, Carter and Darlow (1997) find that small firms are unlikely to participate 

in a public development consultancy scheme because they cannot provide the manpower for projects 

with intangible, delayed benefits: Mosselson (2019) provides an example of this from Johannesburg, 

where developers join together in negotiations with the city council and in policy debates because they 

tend to have common interests in the inner city.  

On the 'dark side' of coopetition, Coiacetto (2006) also writes that areas with few, strong developers 

have an incentive to collude with their competitors to stifle the release of new projects on the market. 

The heterogeneity of the products and the intricate mechanisms for deciding the optimal non-collusive 
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rate of sale make any illegality difficult to prove. Nelen (2008) supports this, adding that at least the 

Dutch real estate brokerage, management and development industries are dominated by 'old-boy 

networks' which make collusion plausible. Particularly in the US, coopetition research and praxis were 

hindered by in ideology that did not distinguish it from collusion until the 1980s (Dagnino and Rocco, 

2009).  

Drivers of coopetition 

Ritala (2012) looked at what environmental factors affect the suitability of a market for coopetition. 

Firms can share risks through cooperation, making market uncertainty a motivator for coopetition. 

Markets with high network externalities, where users derive greater value from products when others 

consume similar products, are also viable for coopetition. Finally, coopetition is often easier in markets 

with fewer players because it is easier to focus on one or a few partners.  

Adams, Leishman and Watkins (2012) find that interactions between UK development firms tend to be 

based on trust. Developers network to build trust to continually trade land at reasonable prices, even 

when demand would open for bullish bidding wars. The studied developers depend on their reputations, 

 The employees tend to move 

quickly from firm to firm, building social ties and trust between the firms. On the other hand, these firms 

often merge or are taken over, so expending too much energy on building relations will sometimes not 

pay off if the recipient vanishes. Cultures differ in the value they attach to trust (Buchan et al., 2000), 

which implies significant cultural differences in the motivation for coopetition. The Norwegian 

development market is generally characterised by high levels of trust and willingness to cooperate (Li 

et al., 2019). 

Barriers to coopetition 

Although cooperation theoretically carries substantial benefits for developers, there are several reasons 

why they could be reluctant. Developers, particularly those working in the same geographical area, are 

competitors (Park and Russo, 1996). When developers build apartments in a neighbourhood, they can 

be seen as competing only with each other, or with all first- and second-hand homes available in the 



6 
 

entire city or conurbation. If they consider each other as the only relevant competitor, much of the benefit 

from cooperation, in the sense of higher-value units at a lower cost, will go to end users and landowners 

because both developers will want to out-compete each other when selling units or buying land 

.  

Any coopetition scheme carries tensions, because the parties simultaneously want to create common 

value and capture private benefits (Tidström, 2014). Disagreements are likely to arise regarding tasks, 

values, personal relationships and roles, both at organisational and individual level (Bengtsson and 

Kock, 2015). Although knowledge exchange is a motivator for cooperation, appropriation of knowledge 

and technologies can be a source of tension (Loebbecke et al., 1998). In some cases the faster learner 

can gain a position to later out-compete its partner (Khanna et al., 1998). In many types of cooperation, 

the monetary value of benefits can be difficult or impossible to calculate, which would make both 

compensation from beneficiaries and reciprocation schemes difficult to be seen as fair by both parties 

(Rossi-Hansberg et al., 2010). Coopetition will often be between parties of unequal power

market position, size, available resources or technology may enable it to force the alliance to act in a 

way that works (Osarenkhoe, 2010)

interests away from those of the alliance and towards increasing its own power and decreasing its 

dependency on its partner (Luo, 2005).  

Developers are a heterogeneous group when it comes to strategies and motivations (Adams et al., 

2012a), and it is plausible that different types of developers react differently to drivers of and barriers 

to coopetition. To varying degrees, developers incorporate into their strategies future payoffs from 

procuring a reputation of gift-giving and reciprocity (Hyde, 2018), which in turn influences their value 

as prospective partners. Firms differ in their sources of funding, typically a mix of bank loans, 

investment funds, private equity and their own accumulated profits. This impacts their preference for 

speed and risk (Coiacetto and Bryant, 2014). Some firms also stay engaged with their products and are 

dependent on their long-term performance, while other firms have a high preference for quick payoffs 

(Adams, 2008). This incentivises non-cooperative behaviour, particularly in markets where the actors 

are less likely to interact again later {Ball, 2002 #592}.  
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Context 

This article seeks to answer the questions: How do neighbouring housebuilding firms cooperate to 

internalise externalities from area branding and other sources? Do they cooperate to achieve other scalar 

economies? What promotes and hinders this type of coopetition? To answer these questions, the article 

employs interviews with redevelopment project managers in Oslo, Norway, where private firms have a 

dominant role in development and wider scope for coopetition. Municipalities have legal tools to make 

the assembly of redevelopment land easier. However, in the past 30 years or so the public sector has 

largely stepped back from this role, leaving it to development firms to acquire land on the free market. 

The City of Oslo draws up master plans for development, supplemented by more thematic plans, such 

as for public areas in and between projects. The developers submit detailed zoning plans for their 

projects, which the municipality approves if they align with its own vision for the area and comply with 

the statutory plans (Falleth and Nordahl, 2017). While developers prepare zoning plans, they liaison 

with the City of Oslo's Agency for Planning and Building Services, which indicates what they must do 

to have their proposals approved. Because development land in Oslo is hard to come by and housing 

demand is high, developers are willing to go a 

requirements (Nordahl, 2006). They usually negotiate over how much of the developer

resources must be allocated for roads, walkways, greenspace and other uses that enhance the 

marketability of the entire area. Developers have an incentive to internalise the benefits from these 

investments as much as possible by making them formally or informally exclusive to the end users, 

while the municipality wants them to benefit the public as a whole (Webster, 1998).  

Although demand for housing in Oslo was high during the period of this study and throughout the 

preceding three decades, development is seen as a risky business. The aforementioned planning system 

can result in permits that allow significantly less cost-bearing housing and more expenses than planned, 

and downturns in the housing market pose an ever-present threat. These factors, in combination with a 

lack of local market knowledge among national and international financial institutions, make it difficult 

to raise capital for housebuilding in Oslo. Developers are dependent on pre-sales of apartments and on 
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staging the projects, often over many years, to spread the risk and raise capital (Barlindhaug and 

Nordahl, 2018).  

Methods 

The 13 interviewees were drawn from four areas in Oslo where multiple firms are redeveloping 

industrial and logistical land on adjoining plots, as shown in Figures 1 4. These areas range from 18 to 

33 hectares, with between three and 30 different landowners and developers present, which is typical 

for Norwegian redevelopment areas. The four areas are located in districts whose marketability warrants 

neighbourhood branding. Because the demand for housing in Oslo is high, this latter condition excluded 

much of the city. The interviewees were selected by stratified purposive sampling. A project manager 

from the largest developer of each area was contacted, as well as project managers from two additional 

firms. This provided an opportunity to ask about the same coopetition projects from multiple angles. As 

described in the discussion on development externalities, we can expect the rationale behind coopetition 

to differ depending on the absolute and relative size of the projects. These additional firms were selected 

because they have central projects in the redevelopment areas, given that the relationship between 

coopetition and positive externalities is most relevant for developers of adjoining plots. The interviewees 

have ongoing projects, ranging from early in the zoning phase to mostly completed constructions. In 

total, these firms constructed 60 per cent of all new housing in Oslo between 2016 and 2018. This 

percentage is substantially higher within redevelopment areas, but no statistics are available for this 

segment alone. The managers have deep , so 

between them the interviewees have first- or second-hand experience of a substantial majority of 

coopetition projects in redevelopment areas. Table 1 lists the interviewees and gives a brief overview of 

their projects. Figures 1 4 show the layout of the areas. 
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Figure 1: Developers positioned in 2019 in site A, over a satellite image showing the area in 2006 before 

redevelopment. 

 
Figure 2: Developers positioned in 2019 in site B, over a satellite image showing the area in 2006, before 

redevelopment 
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Figure 3: Developers positioned in 2019 in site C, over a satellite image showing the area in 2006 before 

redevelopment. 
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Figure 4: Developers positioned in 2019 in site D, over a satellite image showing the area in 2006 before 

redevelopment. 
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Table 1 
here. 

 
Table 1: List of informants and the projects they represent. The table employs different methods to 

denote project startup based on what is most representative for the project in question. Many of the 

projects have faced significant delays due to planning and market factors not detailed here. Private 

companies are usually family-owned or employee-owned entities.  

All interviewees contacted were positive about participating. The interviewees represented six large and 

four medium-sized firms in terms of units produced annually. Two firms were represented by two 
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different interviewees for two different projects. The interviews lasted from one to three hours and were 

conducted, recorded, and transcribed by the researcher. The interviews were carried out in the winter of 

2018/19 in the interviewee   

The interviews were semi-structured strategies regarding coopetition. The 

interviewees were prompted to recount specific instances where interaction with competitors could be 

viable and to explain the reasons why they did or did not resort to cooperation. They were then asked 

about second-hand experiences, and about the viability of hypothetic coopetition on branding and other 

externality-generating activities such as allocation of price-driving land uses. Finally, they were asked 

about the pervasiveness of the potential barriers to coopetition derived from the literature mentioned 

above insofar as it had not surfaced earlier in the interview:  

 Disinclination to aid competitors 

 Protecting technology, strategies, and valuable employees from foreign acquisition 

 Lack of innovation following strong housing markets 

 Professional and personal disagreements 

 Power asymmetry  

 Distrust  

 Antitrust regulations  

 Resource constraints, particularly time 

 Indirect benefits  

In the first interview, two additional barriers became important and were added to the interview guide:  

 The timing of when different developers must make their investments  

 The crowding-out effect of municipal control over externality-generating efforts  

The interviews are analysed according to these themes, along with the ownership type of the respondent's 

firms. The topic is complex, spanning economic sociology, behavioural science, organisational theory 

and microeconomics. Each of the projects and the areas in which they are located are complex and 

unique along multiple parameters. The article therefore employs a thematic narrative analysis 
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(Riessman, 2005),to pick up on layers of meanings and connections between them. The findings are

illustrated by representative quotes, translated by the researcher. To ensure anonymity, they are not 

attributed to specific interviewees in Table 1.  

Findings 

The interviewees did not report being affected by the barriers derived from the literature, except for the 

indirectness of payoffs from cooperation. Moreover, few differences emerged between the entities based 

on their status as public or private firms or a housing cooperatives. All the interviewees are 

fundamentally positive to cooperation with their competitors within redevelopment areas. Despite this, 

substantial cooperation projects to incentivise each other for generating positive externalities as 

described by Webster (1998) are not common. The interviewees agree on this premise, i.e., that 

cooperation means developers can maximise positive externalities and economies of scale: '

important to talk to those around, to hear if you can find some common solutions.' There are a few 

examples of such cooperation: one group of developers got together to construct a road bordering their 

projects although it would be possible for them to do it disjointly. One firm plans to scale a pneumatic 

waste collection in return for 

compensation, obviating the need for waste collection trucks in the area. However, this is uncommon, 

particularly for substantial infrastructure investments.  

All interviewees express the need for branding transformation areas for market-led transformation of 

industrial and logistical areas. Some marketing projects for entire neighbourhoods range in the hundreds 

of thousands of euros. One interviewee describes the initial phase of the redevelopment process as 

follows: 'Very few people had any relations to [this area]. It was hard to reach, with no public 

transportation, and most buildings were fenced off with barbed wire. 

a lot of energy on getting .' In the four 

areas the interviewees were drawn from, only one had a significant joint branding venture. Here, 

landowners who were not primarily developers but who had long-term redevelopment plans formed an 

organisation for promoting and coordinating the development. As traditional developers positioned 

themselves in the area, they joined. Two of the other areas had minor joint projects, while the fourth 
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area had none. Most of the interviewees could name other projects in which they were engaged in joint 

branding, but they rarely do so, even though they all are positive to the concept.  

The most substantial amount of coopetition happens on a smaller scale. For instance, one developer 

hired a consultancy firm to perform a socio-cultural analysis of the redevelopment area, and then shared 

it with its competitors. Another developer who had aerial photos taken of its plot shared them freely 

with a neighbour whose plot also appeared in the photos. Most interviewees will divulge information 

when prompted on sales volumes, designs, building heights or particularly good praxis and ideas. The 

developers keep each other updated in formal or informal meetings on 

demands and preferred methods for securing infrastructure. All interviewees share similar opinions to 

this one: ' ' This also alleviates some 

of the risk associated with redevelopment, which is an important spin-off from contact with competitors: 

' ' One developer mentions 

the benefit of knowing if neighbouring developers are planning to build particularly high: 'Our project 

and politicians.' Developers will occasionally band together to influence the municipality to alter or 

soften demands for infrastructure. In one area, the municipality tasked a group of developers with 

constructing a foot and bike path through their plots. However, it informed the developers too late to 

make sufficient space for it: 'Then we are strengthened when we sit together and argue the same case. 

We [the developers and the municipality] had a big general meeting about that foot and bike path.'  

Developers see competition more as an issue of one development area competing with similar 

neighbouring areas and the second-hand market than as an issue between the different projects within 

one area: they want other projects in the area to succeed because it will establish it as a sellable 

neighbourhood, a type of network externality which is helpful for the viability of coopetition (Ritala, 

2012). As one manager put it: 'When your competitors succeed, you succeed too, in the long run.' The 

added activity speeds up the transformation process, since multiple developers with multiple abutments 

with the market and higher total risk willingness will be able to sell more apartments in any one area 

than one monopolist developer would be capable of. The area reaches the threshold where the general 
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public see it as a residential area faster: 'Something starts to happen, and then it suddenly happens very 

fast.' 

Trust between the firms in redevelopment areas is high. The same five to 10 firms meet each other in 

most of the redevelopment areas, and each firm is represented by only a few different project managers 

in the different projects. Thus, the same individuals continuously interact, and both the firms and the 

individuals expect to interact with one another for the foreseeable future. 'We know each other, we meet 

and we meet each other constantly. There are only a few people in each firm with the same role as I 

have.' When prompted, the interviewees cite distrust as a potential barrier to cooperation with small, 

recently established firms with short-term perspectives: 'There could be some small [developers] who 

are too greedy and only think about the bottom line.' However, none of the interviewees can give 

examples of this type of firm in the redevelopment areas in which they are operating, as these gravitate 

towards simpler infill and greenfield projects where the entry thresholds are lower. 

These interactions between the developers are characterised by reciprocity: for instance, when asked 

how they obtain interviewee answers: 'It's just a matter of 

making a phone call. Y tell you some other time.' Similarly, the interviewees will 

usually not 'play hardball' in their dealings; even if a competing firm shows high willingness to pay for 

a benefit, they will provide it at cost. They worry that taking a strong position in one case to derive a 

benefit others might see as unfair will easily come back to bite them: '

 ' Some interviewees also claim 

to be motivated by a 'warm glow' effect: 'If [other developers] do well because of something we have 

done, I will sleep even better at night. There's also the idea that we can get goodwill in return.' Another 

more pragmatic interviewee  waste on an industry 

plot it rents out so as 

against the wishes of their tenant, but: 'We will deal with [neighbouring developer] for 10 12 years, 

while the tenant will probably be gone in two years, so we prioritise [the developer] if we have to.'  
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Barriers to coopetition 

The time line of development projects can make extensive forms of cooperation unfeasible. When first 

redeveloping an area, firms must make substantial marketing investments. In the three areas with little 

joint branding, the developers with early projects initiated area branding projects early in the process, 

which were ongoing as later developers position themselves. Even if the effort is not completed, they 

have already displayed a willingness to pay for it without external contributions. To quote one developer: 

' s ' The later developers 

sometimes still run their own area branding efforts, but are not inclined to assist the first 

efforts: 'Since we bought our plots in the eastern parts [of the redevelopment area] we have been free-

strategy.' The private firms 

more often have the luxury of waiting, while housing cooperatives or firms in construction 

conglomerates are more inclined to do the initial heavy lifting. 

Similarly, developers must usually build or pay for infrastructure within narrow time windows. The 

municipality usually demands that infrastructure investments be made before construction starts on the 

cost-bearing parts of the project, but in lieu of other demands, developers have a strong incentive to wait 

with these investments for as long as possible. When asked about the potential for jointly investing in 

infrastructure beyond what the municipality demands to increase the value of surrounding projects, one 

developer points out: ' f the process and with the same time 

line. You will not get a contribution from someone who will not start construction within a few years.' 

Coopetition on things like common improvements and marketing provide developers with three 

categories of benefits: financial benefits, in the form of higher prices and quicker sales; relational 

benefits, in the form of stronger bonds with their partners; and brand benefits, in making their firm better 

known by the general public for making pleasant areas. Note that these benefits are all indirect: many 

interviewees point out that even the financial benefits would be difficult to accurately predict, or even 

measure after the project is sold. It is therefore difficult for managers to justify for owners to invest in 
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joint marketing or externality-generating land uses, even if the project manager believes it to be 

worthwhile: '

two lines under the answer.' Therefore, most of the observed coopetition is either free, with the parties 

only forgoing income, or for investments that would be made individually if the firms did not cooperate, 

such as  marketing activities or the occasional joint infrastructure project. As one subject puts it: 'It 

becomes problematic as soon as you transfer money from one firm to another.'  

Both the actors behind the externality-generating projects and the beneficiary neighbours consider it 

natural that the actor with the physical structure should foot the bill. One developer was in the process 

of buying art to beautify a wall on the border of the area. When asked about the possibility of asking the 

neighbour on the other side of the border for a contribution, he replies: 'The wall is most visible from 

their plot, so I do it just as much for them. 

our things, and they have theirs, and some of them we cooperate on. They would be wondering what I 

had been smoking if I told them that they should pay when we decorate a wall.' 

Division of infrastructure costs and land allocations lie firmly in the domain of the City of Oslo. While 

the interviewees agree that for instance, high-quality parks create positive externalities for neighbouring 

developers, they will not try to influence other developers to build more or higher-quality parks, as 

conditional development permits enforce a decent level of greenspace in the area. None of the 

interviewees had ever discussed investing more than what the municipality demanded in common 

externality-generating infrastructure. When asked about the possibility of coopetively deciding how to 

fund externality-generating land uses, the interviewees point to the municipality, one saying: 'If there is 

a suggestion to make the area more attractive or more sellable, and eventually put more shiny coins in 

our chest, we would think about it right away. We could for instance furnish a playground outside of 

our  However, in Oslo this is all handled through [municipal plans], and that is actually a 

good system.' They see municipal planning as a more predictable and fairer system than planning such 

goods coopetively. 
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Discussion 

Despite several barriers to cooperation, there is a cooperative attitude among developers. The main 

drivers of and barriers to coopetition are summarised in Table 2. These correspond with the few previous 

studies on the topic. Barker (2004) argues that among UK housing developers competition is most severe 

for land acquisition rather than for the products themselves. The shortage of land for development in the 

Oslo area is comparable to those studied by Barker. Similar to the interviewees in Adams, Leishman 

and Watkins (2012), the interviewees in the present study tend to trust one another, but while the 

interviewees in their study claim that strong relationships are less important due to the transient nature 

of firms, the interviewees in Norway point out that their relationships are expected to continue for 

decades. In game theoretical terms, expectations of more interactions give Norwegian developers a 

stronger incentive to 'play nice' with one another in situations where defection would give a short-term 

benefit. 

Table 2: A summary of drivers and barriers to coopetition between developers in redevelopment areas. 

sing externality-generating land uses such as public areas makes 

developer coopetition to internalise these externalities implausible. In other words, in some scenarios 

there would be an efficiency gap as developers refrain from seeking coopetition to internalise benefits 

from such expenses as described by, for instance, Webster (1998), which leads to an under-provision of 

externality-generating activities. This would be compounded by the difficulties in calculating the 

benefits from these externalities and thus in agreeing on a fair distribution of tangible costs. 

Area branding circumvents the issue of municipal crowding-out because it is not mandated. Also, while 

the benefits from branding are incalculable and the costs direct, the projects already have budgets for it: 

when project managers are able to internalise the positive externalities from branding through 

Drivers 

Necessity  

Reciprocity 

Barriers 

Timing 

Incalculable benefits 
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coopetition, and thus increase the marginal benefit, they can increase the joint branding expenditure by 

shifting resources from their individual marketing activities. They therefore do not have to defend using 

real money for incalculable benefits, as the money was already budgeted for efforts that create 

incalculable benefits. For these reasons, area branding represents a particularly interesting arena for 

coopetition. It does, however, still require the developers to be in approximately the same phase of the 

process, which in praxis entails that the first developer(s) in an area must carry a disproportionately large 

burden. Those with flexible schedules, usually those with income from industries on the redevelopment 

land, are happy to let those developing before them take a disproportionate share of the burden, while 

those who have to develop quickly will not jeopardise their progress for the sake of efficiency gains 

through coopetition.  

None of the interviewees sees illegal collusion as an issue in housebuilding, but there could be a potential 

for limiting competition. Several of the interviewees argue that the heterogeneity of the products makes 

price fixing or limiting supply infeasible: Coiacetto (2006) argues that this makes the development 

industry more prone to such collusion, as it would be difficult to uncover, particularly in markets with a 

few strong actors such as the housebuilding market in Oslo. The interviewees report discussing the rates 

of releasing housing units in the market, and the reciprocal system would give an incentive to maintain 

any collusion. 

A number of things should be kept in mind when applying this research outside Norway. 

Fragmentation in redevelopment land is dependent on local conditions, but it is well known outside of 

Norway. Dutch (Van der Krabben and Jacobs, 2013) and English (Adams et al., 2001) literature 

indicates that this will happen where redevelopment is prevalent but where local government does not 

possess strong legal and/or financial tools to assemble land and spark holistic development. 

Correspondingly, this creates difficulties in redeveloping urban areas with low marketability, 

particularly due to the incentive for landowners to delay development until their neighbours have 

developed. The relatively few dominant actors and the longevity of Norwegian development firms 

contribute to the incentive of maintaining good relationships with competitors, unlike, for instance, the 

UK, where mergers and takeovers are common (Adams et al., 2012b). Also, depending on market 
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conditions, developers can limit the need for coopetition by designing large projects and thus 

achieving sufficient economies of scale and internalising the externalities discussed here. Finally, local 

culture and planning institutions will likely alter the dynamics of coopetition. Economic experiments 

with planning professionals reveal substantial differences in cooperative attitudes between culture, 

with Norwegians tending towards more cooperative attitudes than other Europeans (Li et al., 2019). 

Conclusions  

While previous research on developer cooperation usually focuses on mandated cooperation, 

cooperation between public and private actors, or between actors in different parts in the value chain, 

this article outlines voluntary cooperation between actors in direct competition. There tends to be 

multiple firms operating in the same redevelopment areas. These developers have substantial common 

interests, particularly in run-down areas where significant branding and infrastructure investments 

must be made for redevelopment projects to be economically viable. However, the firms will 

eventually compete in the same market. This tension is much studied in other industries, but the 

dynamics that promote and hinder coopetition in Norwegian redevelopment differ significantly from 

those found in the general coopetition literature. 

Coopetition in Norwegian development is characterised by good relations and reciprocity. Despite 

this, the number of actual instances of coopetition is limited. Developers refrain from coopetition if it 

means altering expense and revenue timelines or committing funds beyond what is necessary for the 

project from an individual cost-benefit point of view or for meeting municipal demands. Firms use 

coopetition on marketing and externality-generating land uses to expend more efficiently the resources 

they were going to expend anyway. However, they will still under-supply positive externalities; all the 

firms in an area could be better off if they all had a more flexible coopetitive strategy. It is unlikely 

that the market will be able to coordinate this without public intervention. In particular, the importance 

of timing for the viability of coopetition is an argument for municipalities having tools to set the pace 

and framework for redevelopment. It should thus be seen together with the wider debate on public 

schemes such as using eminent domain, control through municipal landownership, and windfall 

capture mechanisms in redevelopment areas in an age where many nations are turning towards more 
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market-based approaches (Kalbro and Mattsson, 2018, Van der Krabben and Jacobs, 2013, Miceli, 

2011). 

The peculiarities of the Norwegian planning system and culture should be kept in mind when applying 

this research to other contexts. Development firms assemble land in the free market and draw up the 

detailed zoning plans for redevelopment, contributing to the fragmentation of redevelopment areas and 

the interdependence of the various projects. Norwegian society is characterised by high degrees of trust 

and willingness to cooperate. The development industry is small, with few actors who continuously 

interact with one another on various projects. Both the rationale for coopetition strategies and its 

importance are dependent on the local context. 
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