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Abstract 
 

In today's context, sustainable behavior patterns are subject to alter in response to rapidly changing 
economic conditions. The behavior of corporate enterprise actors can be transformed into an opportunistic 
one. The focus on short-term prospects results in a breach of informal and formal terms and conditions of 
agreements with intent to increase personal benefits. According to the economic theories, opportunism is 
traditionally defined as a type of self-seeking behavior of an individual. Such behavior is typical of all 
economic agents and can be exhibited to varying degrees. The emergence of opportunism is considerably 
increased (including those actors who are not prone to it) if specific sustainable behavior patterns promote 
and encourage opportunistic behavior. Any collective work gives rise to the elimination of individual 
accountability for the end result, which leads to employees' demotivation and decreased performance. 
Each corporate actor's opportunistic behavior entails costs; however, the losses caused by collective 
opportunism are much more significant. The studies related to the conditions for such behavior can help 
develop effective measures to prevent it and to reduce the associated costs to a great extent. This article 
illustrates the conditions that can deter and foster possible collective opportunistic behavior at the 
corporate enterprise. There were identified three groups of factors that have a significant impact on 
establishing such conditions.   
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1. Introduction 

The mechanisms aimed at enhancing interaction between individuals in groups, i.e. their 

cooperation, have been developed within several decades. In many cases, group interests contradict 

individual ones, and the behavior aimed at personal benefits and its motives are a subject matter of 

economical, psychological, and sociological studies. The interdisciplinary nature of opportunism studies 

results in various definitions for this term in modern science (Pletnev & Kozlova, 2020a). Alternative 

approaches to the analysis of behavioral prerequisites provide a shared vision that social and 

psychological factors have a major impact on behavior.  New institutional economics describes human 

nature in the context of bounded rationality and opportunism. Williamson (1985) defines opportunism as 

a worst-case pattern of self-seeking behavior. All individuals tend to exhibit opportunistic behaviors, but 

to varying degrees, which results in additional costs associated with defense and the degree of 

opportunism manifestation in interactions. Morals and legal regulations restrain the pursuit of personal 

gains, i.e., some restrictions can prevent opportunistic behaviors. Growing opportunism leads to distrust 

between people, which significantly impairs effective interactions and increases the costs. The social 

relations between people are based on previous interactions' experience evolved in response to acts of 

individuals in the team. If the previous experience is regarded as successful, it is possible to deter 

opportunistic behaviors due to trust level (Raub et al., 2019). It is particularly noteworthy that an 

individual exhibits its opportunistic behaviors to varying degrees in different environments. 

Among the diverse opportunistic patterns common for any corporate enterprise, much focus is 

made to the opportunism of managers (Ali & Hirshleifer, 2017; Ghouma, 2017; Ntim et al., 2019), 

opportunistic behaviors of freelancers (Shevchuk & Strebkov, 2018), the theft of innovative ideas by 

employees (Pandher et al., 2017), as well as opportunism in intercompany relations (Chai et al., 2019; 

Huo et al., 2019; Yang et al., 2018). The methods used to evaluate and measure opportunistic behaviors at 

corporate enterprises for labor relations are discussed in detail in Popov and Ersh (2016); Pletnev and 

Kozlova (2020b). Lumineau and Oliveira (2019) carried out the detailed analysis of empirical studies of 

opportunism and proposed some solutions to improve the existing methods used to measure opportunism. 

2. Problem Statement 

In most cases, opportunism is defined as a characteristic of an individual economic agent, 

interactions are described from the perspective of two actors solely, but collective actions remain 

insufficiently explored. The opportunistic group behavior is defined as the aggregate degree of 

opportunism of each actor. At the same time, the fact that internal group processes result in 

transformations, strong relations, interpersonal trust and coordination is paid no attention. However, at 

least one group member's opportunistic behavior can have a significant impact on the acts of others. 

Interpersonal trust is an important factor for successful cooperation, which can be greatly impaired due to 

the actors' opportunistic behaviors. Maximum personal gains at the expense of other people are not 

always the most realistic human behavior model. Largely, individuals' behavioral patterns are shaped 

under family values and those acquired in the socialization process, determined by the previous 

experience, and are considerably dependent on specific circumstances. While interacting with different 

http://dx.doi.org/


https://doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2021.04.40 
Corresponding Author: Elena Kozlova 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference  
eISSN: 2357-1330 
 

 367 

people and under various circumstances, the same person can have different attitudes to a breach of 

agreement, considering it either appropriate or unacceptable. 

Differing interests of an employee and an employer make each of them seek maximum benefits 

while avoiding the agreement for as long as possible. The low corporate culture at the enterprise leads to 

mass opportunistic behaviors. However, not all members of the social group tend to be equally 

opportunistic. The assessment of collective opportunism makes it possible to determine the conditions 

contributing to its emergence and manifestation. 

3. Research Questions 

What conditions contribute to forming collective opportunism patterns at the corporate enterprise? 

4. Purpose of the Study 

This study aims to determine the conditions for collective opportunism at the corporate enterprise.  

5. Research Methods 

Stelder (2015) defines collective opportunism as "the conscious behavior of collaboration as a 

whole to act according to a common conflicting interest for that collaboration's overarching goal" (p. 10). 

According to Stelder, this behavior is based on a shared interest (being the basis for individuals' 

cooperation) and a gradually evolving conflicting one. If all interacting actors share the same conflicting 

interest, this can give rise to collective opportunism and prevent them from achieving the primary 

objective, i.e. team building. The problem of collective opportunism cannot be addressed through initial 

stringent staff selection, as it arises in the process of interaction and is encouraged by the majority of its 

actors.  To address the problem of collective opportunism, two preconditions must be met. Firstly, each 

actor shall have the need to tackle the problem, and secondly, everyone shall be aware that the problem 

can be addressed only through cooperation and joint efforts. In other words, all actors shall be convinced 

that their problem will be eliminated through cooperation. 

We would like to call attention to the Mazar et al. (2008) experiment, one of the most famous 

works covering different degrees of opportunism of individuals developed due to the social environment. 

Minor changes in the initial experimental conditions resulted in significant changes in the opportunism 

degree of the subjects. Among the factors contributing much to opportunistic behaviors, one can 

distinguish the lack of performance monitoring, the trust-based remuneration paid, and individuals 

characterized by a high degree of opportunism being members of the group. The significant experiment 

results also demonstrate that most actors did not exhibit the maximum degree of opportunism, despite real 

opportunities to do so. 

In other words, an individual does not always try to get maximum benefits if it involves fraud. 

This fact is also referred to by the experiment initiators, who suggest that morals and the code of conduct 

applicable in the group have a considerable impact on the individual’s behavior. It is particularly relevant 

for corporate enterprises, where long-term communications and a great number of contacts between the 

http://dx.doi.org/


https://doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2021.04.40 
Corresponding Author: Elena Kozlova 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference  
eISSN: 2357-1330 
 

 368 

members while performing their work duties result in the emergence of sustainable informal behavior 

norms in the team. 

To reduce losses due to employees' opportunism, Vafaï (2010) corporation suggests using the 

"principal – supervisor – agent" scheme. When providing any information to the principal on the agent's 

performance through the supervisor, there is an issue of the "control over the supervisor," and the parties 

may choose several possible behavior patterns. When the supervisor implements the agreements in full 

and provides detailed information on the agent's low performance to the principal, i.e. does not behave 

opportunistically, the principal's losses are reduced to a minimum. If the supervisor conspires with the 

agent and agrees to conceal information on the agent's low performance for a certain fee, the principal's 

losses increase to a great extent (supervisor-agent collusion). If conspired with the principal, the 

supervisor can provide for an additional fee (by reducing the agent's salary) reliable information on the 

agent's performance (abuse of power).  The author concludes that if the agent demonstrates high 

performance, there is no need for the supervisor to enter into a coalition with him. This is equally relevant 

for the fees, in case the remuneration provided by the principal is not less than the one offered by the 

agent. 

The experiments demonstrate that one cannot neglect the impact of other team members on an 

individual's behavior, particularly his opportunism. Among the significant prerequisites contributing to 

collective opportunism, one can distinguish the following factors: personal and psychological factors 

(internal morals determining the behavior, willingness to cooperate with other members, susceptibility to 

the influence of other people, job satisfaction, strong motivation), social factors (general willingness to 

behave opportunistically in the team, individuals exhibiting opportunistic behaviors in the group, low 

corporate culture, high competition, different values of group members, intra-group conflicts) and legal 

provisions (performance monitoring systems, allowing for calculating remunerations, the system of 

penalties, clearly documented job duties for each employee).   

Of the factors listed above, personal and psychological factors may be least affected. To create the 

conditions allowing for strong motivation and job satisfaction of each employee is rather challenging. 

Opportunism may be considerably mitigated in the teams in which employees are enthusiastic about their 

work. In case of low motivation among employees and inactivity during working hours without losing the 

fixed salary, the overall degree of opportunism will be relatively high (at least in terms of shirking). 

Susceptibility of an individual to the influence of other people, his willingness and desire to cooperate 

with colleagues, and morals determining the behavior are personal characteristics shaped in the course of 

education and previous life experience. Equal life values and the conditions for favorable interaction with 

colleagues allow mitigating motives for self-seeking behavior. 

To deter opportunism at corporate enterprises, the appropriate focus shall be made on the legal 

regulation of labor relations at the local level. All employees shall be informed and well aware of the 

documents stipulating the rules and the procedure for payroll accounting, assessing the performance of 

subdivisions, departments and each employee individually, and providing with the list of job duties. Job 

motivation and loyalty to the company are significantly increased among employees, in case they do not 

object to the current bonus and penalty systems.  As far as the group work is concerned, when the final 

work results are impersonal, it is easier to cover up a failure to fulfill one's duties or unwillingness to do 
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one's best than in case each employee has an individual task. Individual accountability for work 

performance provides for penalties regarding opportunistic behaviors. The penalty amount shall be rather 

substantial, only then all team members will benefit from performing their duties in good faith. In other 

words, a cooperation actor tends to be less opportunistic if his benefits are significantly smaller if he 

violates the agreement terms rather than when he implements them. Penalty-free opportunistic behaviors 

result in not only costs, but also low interpersonal trust in the team. Simultaneously, opportunism is 

mitigated if every individual is confident that all team members act in good faith. No clear performance 

indicators for employees' group and individual work result in low motivation and decreased workforce 

productivity. The performance monitoring system does not ensure the elimination of employees' 

opportunistic behaviors; however allow mitigating the degree of opportunism to a great extent. In such a 

system, objective and subjective performance indicators shall be balanced. Moreover, not only separate 

indicators but also the overall performance of an employee shall be assessed. Significant differences in 

some indicators' values can make employees focus their efforts on certain indicators and completely 

neglect others.  If the work performance is difficult to measure in terms of quantity, the individual tends 

to overestimate the efforts undertaken and the work complexity, especially in case of inability to verify 

this information.  To mitigate opportunism, remunerations shall be fairly distributed, proportionate to the 

undertaken efforts.   

Social factors arise from personal and psychological factors as well as legal ones. Opportunistic 

behavior patterns may emerge at the corporate enterprise more often if other team members resort to such 

behavior. If the team is highly competitive, an individual may violate the rules to hold a winning position 

or gain advantages. No legal mechanisms to mitigate opportunistic behaviors as well low morals of 

employees make them behave opportunistic even if they are not initially prone to such behaviors. Fragile 

corporate culture and intra-group conflicts result in fostering collective opportunism.    

6. Findings 

Following the analysis of factors having its impact on the conditions contributing to collective 

opportunism, one should identify those that allow fostering and deterring opportunistic behaviors (Figure 

1).  
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 The conditions that allow fostering and the conditions mitigating collective opportunism Figure 1. 

Internal factors and external conditions have a major impact on the decision-making and behavior 

patterns of any individual. Self-seeking behavior and personal interests of an employee may contradict the 

interests of the team or the employer. Individuals being members of the group tend to behave 

opportunistically to varying degrees. Favorable conditions for collective opportunism make employees 

(all or most of them) give priority to personal interests rather than those of the corporate enterprise.  

Difficulties of eliminating and identifying collective opportunistic behavior are associated with the hidden 

nature of such behavior and its mass character. In the long run, collective opportunism leads to decreased 

operation performance rates, low competitiveness, and human capital loss.  

7. Conclusion 

The corporate enterprise's growth shall definitely entail the growing complexity of its structure and 

increased number of its members. Bringing together a large number of people to address shared problems 

is rather difficult, as each individual seeks, above all, to satisfy his or her self-interest. The larger the 

group is, the more likely individuals are exhibiting opportunistic behaviors in such a group. At the same 

time, the level of interpersonal trust decreases as the number of group members grows. In other words, 

one can assume that there is a direct correlation between the growth of the group size and the emergence 
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of opportunistic behaviors among its members. In this case, the problem can be eliminated in part by 

dividing the department into smaller groups to fulfill minor tasks towards a common goal. 

The problem of collective opportunism is much more complex than that of the opportunistic 

behaviors of any individual. In case of failure to actually mitigate opportunistic behaviors exhibited by 

one of the employees, in the worst-case scenario, he can be fired. If opportunism is a collective problem, 

it can be tackled exclusively in a comprehensive manner by eliminating the conditions for its formation 

and emergence.  The analysis of the factors having a major impact on collective opportunism allows for 

monitoring to discourage such behavior.  
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