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Abstract. In this article, we take a closer look at the Dutch airline Martinair with 
regard to the adaptive cycle. Martinair nowadays is a cargo transport airline, but 
they also performed passenger flights. The changes that the airline went through 
can be depicted using the adaptive cycle. The four phases of the adaptive cycle 
will be discussed, as well as their applicability on Martinair.  
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Introduction 
 
Martinair is a full freight cargo airline that delivers all kinds of cargo around the world. 
From usual product such as fruit, vegetables and flowers, to the transport of animals 
and automobiles. Although Martinair nowadays only provide cargo transportation, they 
started as a full service passenger airline in 1958. In the years after, Martinair started to 
develop itself as a full service airlines that conducted both passenger and cargo flights. 
But, with the advent of budget airlines and a lack of scalability flexibility, Martinair 
was struggling with the financial results and had to stop their passenger activities in 
2010. 

Martinair’s choice to stop their passenger activities was the results of a crisis 
they experienced. Crises are common in a business environment and it isn’t necessarily 
a bad thing: a company can also get in a crisis because they improve their own products, 
making their old products outdated or useless. The states of transition a company 
experiences during these crises are explained by the adaptive cycle (Abcouwer & 
Parson, 2011; Baars & Abcouwer, 2010). 
 
1. Adaptive Cycle 

 
The adaptive cycle of resilience (Baars & Abcouwer, 2010) is a framework that 
explains the organizational and strategic changes a company has to take in order to 
overcome a crisis. The adaptive cycle has four stages, as is depicted in figure 1.  



 
Figure 1. The adaptive cycle of change (Abcouwer & Parson, 2011) 

 
The first phase, equilibrium, is the phase where a company is feeling comfortable. 
Their market position is good and stable. This is also known as the (re)freeze phase. 

The second phase, crisis, is the phase where a company realizes it has a 
problem. Their market position is not good/stable anymore and action is required. Fear 
for the future and uncertainty arises. This phase is also known as the unfreeze phase. 

The third phase, new combinations, the company explores their options to 
overcome the crisis. This is also known as the change phase.  

The fourth phase, entrepreneurship, is the phase in which the company 
chooses the best option to overcome the crisis. The company must work on the 
realization of the new direction. Like the third phase, this is also known as the change 
phase.  

When the fourth phase is completed, the company will fall back into the 
equilibrium phase. 
 
Martinair also experienced these phases of change. Each phase will be discussed and 
explained. 
 
1.1 Equilibrium 

 
With their stable and solid market position (before 2000), Martinair stays in the 
equilibrium phase. The company even expands with new airplanes and new routes and 
they feel comfortable.  
 
1.2 Crisis 

 
However, in 2007, Martinair finds itself in a crisis. With the rise of new airlines such as 
Ryanair en Easyjet, that provide short haul flights for very low prices within Europe, 
Martinair sees a huge loss on the few flights they provide within Europe (RTL Nieuws, 
2007). They decide to drop these routes and focus on intercontinental flights, which are 
still profitable.  



Three years go by in which Martinair tries to regain a solid market position for 
the intercontinental flights. But unfortunately, this solid position can’t be achieved. 
Martinair finds itself once again in a crisis, or as we can also see it, still finds itself in a 
crisis. In the three years they have been working on positioning themselves, they didn’t 
succeed.  
 
1.3 New combinations 

 
To overcome this crisis, Martinair takes a critical look at their current situation and 
their possibilities for the future. They provide a lot of services themselves at the 
moment, such as catering services, maintenance, passenger flights, cargo flights, et 
cetera. The company has several options. The first one is to find a new investment and 
mainly focus on the repositioning of the passenger flight branch of the airline. This new 
investment could improve their network of destinations and the amount of planes in 
their fleet. The second option is to repel their non-primary activities, such as 
maintenance and catering service, so it can be outsourced. This could lead to a minor 
financial improvement and that money can be used to invest in the passenger activities. 
However, the amount of money saved with these actions is probably not enough to 
prevent losses in the passenger related activities.  

The last option is to drop all the passenger related activities and focus on the 
branches that are still profitable: cargo and maintenance.  

The fact that Martinair wouldn’t be able to compete with the budget airlines 
nor KLM’s large network, the company decided to choose this last option.  
 
1.4 Entrepreneurship 

 
When the decision for the new change of course is made, the company moves to the 
state of entrepreneurship. The new choice that is being made leads to a high level of 
uncertainty. The choice of Martinair was radical and uncertain and the outcome of the 
choice could not be predicted. But it was the safest choice, since the cargo division was 
profitable and could handle the competitors (RTL Nieuws, 2010).  

The decision turned out to be a good one. Martinair became a stable cargo 
company after the split. They also started a collaboration with KLM and Air France for 
the cargo services and is currently still active. The company reentered the phase of 
equilibrium.  

However, the latest financial numbers show that the entire cargo division of 
these companies combined is yet again in crises (Van Der Vliet, 2014).   
 
The latest financial results demonstrate that the adaptive cycle really is a cycle that 
keeps happening. It isn’t a cycle that can be applied once on a company, but the phases 
keep occurring. The cargo division isn’t profitable and the company must find a 
solution. They find themselves, once again, in a crisis.  
 
2. Conclusion 

 
Martinair is a clear example to show the different phases of the adaptive cycle. In this 
mini case, we identified the phases, which are described by the adaptive cycle. 
However, the company is still developing itself and thus the adaptive cycle can still be 
applied on the current company.  
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