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Abstract. In this paper, it is investigated how fast-growing companies adapt to            
dynamic environments from a structuration perspective. A case study was          
performed to find the factors which enhance the adaptive capacity of fast-growing            
companies, based on the three structural properties ‘multiplexity’, ‘redundancy’         
and ‘loose coupling’. Although only one semi-structured interview with one          
company was conducted, interesting results were found. Agility and flexibility,          
through decentralized decision-making, smart communication and adaptive       
leadership can enhance adaptive capacity of a fast-growing company.         
Furthermore, organizations need to carefully consider the benefit and cost of           
redundancy and manage it strategically. In order to give more general           
implications, further research should be conducted that investigates the         
adaptiveness of similar fast-growing companies. 
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1.Introduction 

As a result of globalization, the emergence of new technologies and interconnectivity, the social              
economic environment for businesses has become more complex and fast-changing than ever            
(Reeves et al, 2016). A longitudinal study has shown that companies are dying younger as a result of                  
failing to adapt to the ever-changing dynamic environment (Reeves et al., 2016). One out of three                
public companies have a chance to be delisted in the next five years. Moreover, the delisting rate of a                   
company is six times higher compared to 40 years ago (Reeves et al., 2016). 

Fast-growing companies in particular, are characterized by the quick expansion in size and             
fast creation of jobs in a short period of time (Tomenendal, 2014). They are the driving force of                  
economy and contributes in a above-average manner to the creation of jobs and growth of economy.                
Although fast-growing companies are generally seen as flexible and agile, they are in fact fragile and                
susceptible to changes (Friedman et al., 2016). Only 44 percent of the companies survive through the                
fourth year, and 31 percent to the seventh year (Knaup et al., 2007). When the companies are in the                   
transitional stage between startups and mature companies, the business models which have been             
proved successful, face new challenges in developing strategies to sustain themselves (Pena, 2018).             
Those strategies that helped them grow successfully as startups may become factors that hinder the               
survival as the organizations expand in size and transform in structure (Tomenendal, 2014). Finding              
the balance between flexibility and stability is crucial for fast-growing companies to sustain             
themselves.  

Challenges faced by the continuing growth of a company range from difficulties in managing              
innovation to structural adaptations. As innovations usually come naturally to a young            
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entrepreneurial company, it becomes harder to manage as the company grows (Moe et al., 2012). As                
companies expand, the role of employees moves from cross functions “all-doers” to where specific              
responsibilities are assigned. The shifting from a group of multifunctional workers to more             
specialized task-oriented workers propose vulnerabilities in react to the external challenges (Moe et             
al., 2012). Moreover, small firms have a more simple and hierarchical organizational structure that              
operate mainly under the guidance of the CEO (Friedman et al., 2016). Although it may be                
successful in the earlier stage of development, the centralizing structure can be maladaptive in              
response to growth in size and in response to crisis situations.  

To be able to survive in the turbulent and fast-changing environment, simply reacting to              
crisis as it comes is not sufficient (Nohri, 2006). In many companies there are risk management                
teams who specialize in evaluating newly evolved changes and adapt to situations as it unfolds.               
However it is not possible to react to changes that they cannot foresee. Adapting to changes as it                  
happens is only effective to a certain degree, as the changes in the environment are mostly                
unpredictable (Nohri, 2006). The potential to adapt proactively to any kind of turbulent that could               
happen and having the ability to continuously adapt to changes are the core factors for the survival of                  
organizations in a complex and uncertain environment (Nohri, 2006).  

As stated above, the ability to adapt to change is of key importance for organizations.               
Therefore, this study aims to investigate what factors contribute to the organization's potential to              
proactively adapt to unpredictable changes and sustain growth. Therefore a case was conducted on              
the fast-growing online supermarket Picnic. The research question this paper tries to answers is the               
following: what factors contribute to the adaptive capacity of a fast-growing organization?  

The paper is structured in the following way. First, the theoretical background of adaptive              
capacity is given in section 2. In section 3 the methods of the case-study are explained. Next, the                  
results of the case-study are presented in section 4. These results will be discussed in section 5.                 
Finally, suggestions for future work are given in section 6 and section 7 provides the reader with the                  
conclusions of the paper. 

2. Theoretical background 

In order to find an answer to the research question, first a literature review was conducted. The                 
reason for this review is threefold. The first reason is to investigate what adaptive capacity entails                
and how it can be defined. The second reason is to assess how adaptive capacity has been used in                   
previous research, and how adaptive capacity can be achieved. Finally, the literature review is done               
to identify any gaps in the current body of literature. 

 
2.1 Adaptive capacity 
Adaptive capacity is a notion used in different areas of research, but it originates from research into                 
the adaptiveness of socio-ecological systems to climate change. In that light, the definition for              
adaptive capacity is: ‘The ability of a system to adjust to climate change (including climate               
variability and extremes), to moderate potential damages, to take advantage of opportunities, or to              
cope with the consequences.’ as given by the glossary of the IPCC (2001, p. 982). How                
social-ecological systems can enhance their adaptive capacity in order to adapt to environmental             
changes caused by climate change has been studied extensively (Ensor, 2011; Gupta et al, 2017;               
Yohe & Sol, 2002). However, this definition of adaptive capacity can be extended to fit other fields                 
of research as well. Staber and Sydow (2002) describe adaptive capacity as the reactive process of                
structuring an organization in such a way that the organization is able to proactively adapt to new or                  
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changed environments as they arise. By using this description of adaptive capacity it can be extended                
to apply to the ability of companies to react to changing environments.  
 
2.2 Structural properties of adaptive capacity 
Staber and Sydow (2002) argue that for an organization to have adaptive capacity, it is important to                 
acknowledge the structural properties of adaptive capacity and structure the organization           
accordingly. This idea is based on Giddens’ structuration theory for society (Giddens, 1984).             
Giddens’ structuration theory is based on the notion that social phenomena are the result of the                
recursive relationship between structure and agency. Interactions between actors in a society are             
dependent on the structure of society, but the structure of society is also defined by those interacting                 
agents. Giddens distinguishes three structural dimensions to describe the structure of a society:             
domination, signification and legitimation. In organizational term, these structural dimensions can be            
described in the following way. Domination is the way control and leadership is distributed through               
the organization, signification describes how an organization is run in terms of a shared missions or                
goal for the organization, and legitimation constitutes the way the organization should be run (Staber               
& Sydow, 2002).  

Staber and Sydow (2002) extend this theory and apply it to organizations as well, as they                
point out that organizations compare well to society in the sense that within an organization, there is                 
also a recursive relation between the structure of the organization and the employees. They propose               
multiplexity, redundancy and loose coupling as the structural properties of adaptive capacity, which             
if managed properly in terms of domination, signification and legitimation, can lead to adaptive              
capacity. Multiplexity can be described as the number and diversity of relationships between actors              
in an organization. This ensures that information within the organization is distributed in such a way                
that all actors can readily access the information when the situation asks for it. However, multiplexity                
does not automatically lead to adaptive capacity. The appropriate rules and regulations need to be in                
place to ensure information is used in the correct way. In terms of domination it has to be ensured                   
that people in places of power do not misuse that power to prevent information from being accessed                 
by people with less power. 

Redundancy is the surplus of available resources. This can be in terms of a redundancy in                
available information to reduce the risk of important information getting lost because of failure in               
documentation of communication. This form of redundancy is related to multiplexity. Another form             
is redundancy in tasks, meaning tasks are performed in parallel, which means if one operation fails,                
others are not affected. Redundancy enhances the adaptive capacity of an organization as it ensures               
the continuous availability of resources, even when unexpected failures in parts of the organization              
occur. There are some dangers to redundancy, for example communication becoming just a repetition              
of conversations or when failed processes are not being handled appropriately. To prevent such              
things from happening, domination, signification and legitimation processes must be in place. 

Loose coupling is present when the different departments within an organization function            
relatively independent of each other. This makes the organization more flexible and thus enhances its               
adaptive capacity. In terms of domination this means control and decision making are decentralized.              
An implication for signification is that different departments may rely on different interpretations of              
their goal. A consequence for legitimation is that the way rules are interpreted may differ between                
departments. These are challenges that need to be managed properly in order to ensure loose               
coupling enables adaptive capacity. 
 
2.3 Existing empirical research 
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Although Giddens’ theory was developed as a social theory, it can also be used in an organizational                 
setting, as organizations are also constructed through both structure and agency. In that respect it has                
been applied in studies into the management of organizations (Pozzebon, 2004), and to explain the               
success of fast-growing companies in terms of the structural elements of the theory (Tomenendal,              
2014). Various empirical studies about the adaptive capacity of companies have been conducted.             
Aggarwal et al. (2017) investigated the adaptive capacity of companies to technological change.             
Oktemgil and Greenley (1997) looked at the consequences for companies of having low or high               
adaptive capacity.  

Although empirical research into the adaptive capacity of organizations has been done, as far              
as the authors have found there has not been much interest in assessing the adaptive capacity of                 
fast-growing companies. Additionally, the authors did not find empirical research into adaptive            
capacity based on the structuration perspective offered by Staber and Sydow (2002). Therefore, there              
is a gap in the literature, which this study aims to fill. 

 
3. Methods 
 
This study aims to extend the existing literature by performing a case study on a fast-growing                
company based on the structural properties as proposed by Staber and Sydow (2002). By performing               
an interview with a partner or CEO of a fast-growing company, who will have knowledge of the                 
structure of the company, the research question can be answered. For ‘fast-growing’ companies,             
there are multiple definitions. In the current study, a fast-growing company is defined according to               
the research of Brüderl et al. (2000), which states that a fast-growing company with more than one                 
job can be defined if it grows with at least 100 percent in four years.  

A fast-growing company that fits this description is the online supermarket Picnic . The idea              1

of Picnic is that customers are able to order their groceries via a mobile application, and get their                  
groceries delivered at home within a certain time slot, specific to 20 minutes (Picnic, 2018). As                
stated in an interview in De Ondernemer, Picnic started with only four electric cars (with which they                 
deliver the groceries) and contain in January of 2018 over 350 electric cars (De Ondernemer, January                
2018). As for the employees, Picnic grows with a 5 percent rate per week (De Ondernemer, October                 
2018). This corresponds with the definition of fast-growing companies given in this study. Hence, by               
using Picnic as a case study, more insights can be given into fast-growing companies similar to                
Picnic. Over 75.000 customers are still waiting to use the application, as Picnic cannot manage all                
customers at this point. As stated in different interviews, Picnic was expected to have profit in 2017,                 
but this is not the case as they focused on expanding their company and growing even more                 
(RetailNews, 2018). In order to continue their rapid growth, Picnic has found several Dutch              
investerers and collected over 100 million euros in 2017 (Munsterman, 2017). Thus, conducting an              
interview with Picnic, that will be based on the structural properties of Staber and Sydow (2002),                
might provide us with answers on what strategies are best for being adaptive and how similar                
fast-growing companies can adopt those strategies. In the next subsections, it is explained how the               
interview will be conducted, and how it will be analysed in order to answer the research question. 
 
3.2 Interview  
In order to assess the adaptive capacity of fast-growing companies, a semi-structured interview was              
performed with a partner and/or CEO of the fast-growing company Picnic. The interview was based               
on the structural properties for adaptive capacity proposed by Staber and Sydow (2002), a checklist               
for qualitative research (Tong, Sainsbury and Craig, 2007) and various conversations within the             

1 https://www.picnic.app/nl/  
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research team. The interview invitations were sent via LinkedIn to multiple partners of Picnic. An               
interview guide was created for the Picnic partners and CEOs, which can be found in Appendix A.                 
During the interview, follow-up questions were asked for more in-depth answers. The interview was              
audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim for content analysis. To reduce recall bias, the interview             
was transcribed within 24 hours after the interview. 
 
3.3 Data analysis 
The Grounded Theory approach (de Boer, 2011) was used, starting with manual open coding, to               
create an oversight of the collected data, by categorising them in labels and codes. A set of open                  
codes was defined reflecting the structural properties of adaptive capacity (Staber & Sydow, 2002).              
Following the open coding, clusters of codes were created (i.e. axial coding) to replace the codes in                 
emerging themes. Codes were assigned to statements in the interview transcript, forming the basis              
for creating themes. Codes and themes were discussed during planned meetings with the research              
team, and changed accordingly. 
 
4. Results 
 
4.1. Themes 
In this section the results from the semi-structured interview are presented. Four partners or CEOs of                
Picnic were invited for an interview. Michiel Muller, one of the founders of Picnic, responded and a                 
phone interview was conducted. From coding the answers of the interview, six themes were derived               
that relate to the adaptive capacity of Picnic, which will be elaborated in this section of the paper. 
 
Rapid Growth and its Success 
Picnic is growing fast, which is because customers like the product. As Michiel stated ‘we have                
something that is exactly the same price as going to the supermarket and gets delivered at home’,                 
which was the reason for their success, as they offered something that has not been done yet. Picnic                  
developed a completely new infrastructure to support their supply chain. Customers widely adopted             
the Picnic smartphone application to order their groceries online. The Picnic application that             
customers use is crucial, as it is an important reason for customers to choose Picnic, so Michiel                 
states. As for the rapid growth, Picnic started three years ago, with four electric cars that grew to 700                   
cars up until today. As Michiel confirmed: ‘We started with 30 people and now we have 2500                 
employees, we started with one city and now have 70 cities and we started with one country and now                   
have two countries. So everything has been growing very rapidly.’ One of the main challenges of                
rapid growth is keeping the quality high for the customers. Picnic is building its own infrastructure,                
that takes time to build. As stated by Michiel: ‘you build it [the infrastructure] rapidly because there                 
is an enormous opportunity gap now since we are the only one that is operating this product’.  
 
Structure of Picnic 
Picnic is divided into multiple teams, who operate individually and can all make their own small                
decisions. The big decisions are made with collaboration with the CEOs and other teams. As stated                
by Michiel ‘I think the strive of the company is that everybody, at its own level, uses his own brain                    
to make the best decisions, that is to keep the speed up...’. There is a very flat organizational                  
structure, for instance, they do not have an organization chart. Thus, their organization is very               
loosely coupled, even adding a new team to their organizational structure is easily done according to                
Michiel. 
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Smart communication 
As for communication within the company, employees with relations to the same tasks have different               
Slack-channels to keep each other informed. Michiel states ‘Slack has different channels that are              
dealing with one certain initiative and then all the people that are relevant for that decision are into                  
that channel so that they can give their own feedback.’ By stimulating the communication and               
relations between the teams in this way, it can be referred to as a smart way of communication,                  
Picnic can be found adaptive with regards to the multiplexity. However, Picnic employees still need               
multiple email programmes as the use of Slack is not sufficient, which leads to redundancy in                
communication. Furthermore, it could be that employees are in parallel channels, that serve for the               
same goal, which is another form of redundancy.  
 
 
Decentralized decision-making 
The CEO of Picnic does not entirely make decisions on their own. Instead, there are different teams                 
working on different projects, and each of the team members can make their own decisions, which is                 
also referred to as decentralized decision-making. Regarding important and major decisions, the            
opinions of different teams are integrated and considered by the executive teams. The decision              
making process has changed over the last three years, though most decisions were made based on a                 
‘data-driven’ approach, as mentioned by Michiel Muller. Meaning, as long as the data supports the               
decision, the change can be performed. A response on how fast Picnic can change is ‘Well, basically                 
overnight. It depends a bit on how big the decision is’. In addition to the previous theme, Picnic is                   
adaptive in relation to loose coupling, as decisions can be made quickly and changes are easily done                 
in time. The decision making has changed over the last three years, but for now, no troubles with big                   
decisions situations emerged that needed quick responses and changes. Michiel states: ‘We are a very               
young company, so we don’t have any big decisions yet on an organization level’. In order to                 
structure decision-making during the weeks, the company is using the Slack channels as ‘it is a really                 
good way to keep people informed, but also to organize the decision making’, so Michiel says. 
 
Reacting to unforeseen events  
In order to keep every team updated on the new challenges, and news, weekly meetings are arranged                 
on Monday and Friday. Thus, the multiplexity of Picnic is relatively well integrated, as the               
employees meet in different settings. ‘As you look at the crisis, we haven’t had any so far’, Michiel                  
said. There are procedures in place in the distribution centers in case of emergencies. The same                
applies to customers; ‘We can reach our customers quite easily so we have a procedure in place.’                 
Thus, if a crisis situation were to emerge, Picnic can easily communicate this to customers as well as                  
within their teams. Michiel concludes that training and procedures are crucial, in order to prevent               
crisis situations.  
 
Future of Picnic 
The CEO states that ‘there is many stuff on the road that still can help us grow faster then we do                     
today’. This includes the goal of doubling their revenue next year (2019), growing internationally,              
improving products and expanding to e-Commerce, meaning that a customer could give its returns to               
Picnic.  
 
4.2. Structural properties of Picnic 
In figure 1, the results are summarized based on the three structural properties of adaptive capacity                
(Staber & Sydow, 2002). Results under different themes (section 4.1) are taken and integrated into               
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the table. In figure 1, the plus sign (+) indicates where certain organization structures of Picnic align                 
with the definition of the three structural properties, and the minus sign (-) indicates that they does                 
not align with the definitions. For example, under loose coupling, ‘controls are decentralized’ is a               
main character of loose coupling by definition. However, ‘quick information flow’ is opposite from              
how loose coupling is defined. One thing to note is that the statement marked with ‘-’ is not                  
necessarily negative to the adaptive capacity of a company, it simply means that the results from the                 
interview does not completely align with the theoretical literature. 

As shown in figure 1, the redundant resources implemented by Picnic are mainly information              
redundancy since multiple channels are used for knowledge sharing. For multiplexity, employees            
from different departments can be formed as a task-based team, so that they share different relations                
under different settings. In regards to loose coupling, Picnic does not fit in with the definition                
perfectly. Instead, it has its unique organizational structure which combines different aspects within             
loose coupling. Loose coupling is reflected in organizations as relative interdependencies between            
different units and teams, which results in the decentralized structure and a slow and uneven transfer                
of information (Staber & Sydow, 2002). Based on the results, although Picnic does have              
decentralized control and independent decision making, it still has fast information flows. 

 

 
Figure 1. The summary of the results from the interview based on Staber and Sydow’s (2002) 

theoretical literature on adaptive cycle and structural properties. Various findings are grouped 
according to the three structural properties, and the ‘+’ and ‘-’ indicates whether certain results 

align with the definition of each property.  
 
5. Discussion 
 
5.1 Relations between findings and adaptive capacity 
In this study, an interview was conducted in order to find properties that contribute to the adaptive                 
capacity of fast-growing companies. From the results described in the previous section, it was              
derived that decentralized-decision making and smart communication are the main factors           
contributing to adaptive capacity for a fast-growing company. In order to be able to apply these                
findings to fast-growing companies in general and answer the research question, it is necessary to               
know how these factors relate to adaptive capacity. Therefore, an additional literature review was              
conducted and the results of this review are presented in this section. Finally, the limitations of the                 
current studies are outlined and suggestions for future work are given. 

During the literature review it became apparent that adaptive capacity is closely related to              
the notions of flexibility and organizational agility. Organizational agility is defined as “the             
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organization’s ability to recognize unexpected changes in the environment and respond to them             
quickly and efficiently, using and configuring internal resources, thereby gaining a competitive            
advantage” (Deksnys, 2018). Flexibility can be referred to as the combination of enablers or              
capabilities to adapt to internal or external changes (Deksnys, 2018; Vlajic, 2017). Because these              
notions are very similar to definition of adaptive capacity as given in section 2.1, and relations                
between flexibility and organizational agility and the main findings of this study were found, the               
literature review focused in these notions as well.  

Deksnys (2018) describes that organizational agility is especially important for high-growth           
companies, as high-growth companies are forced to change and adapt within the organization             
because of internal and external influences. If the environment is static, however, an organization is               
not pressured to adapt quickly (Deksnys, 2018). Hence, in order to be able to adapt to changing                 
environments organizations should become agile. Agility is achieved by for example streamlining the             
workflows and by efficient team working (Deksnys, 2018). As found in a different study,              
streamlining business and workflow processes will reduce redundancies in activities and           
inefficiencies in the business process (Espinosa et al., 2011). 
 
5.1.1. Managing redundancy 

From the results of the case study, it confirmed the literature that redundancy is a complex                
property which can be either good or bad for an organization, and managing it sufficiently is the key                  
to increase the adaptive capacity. Redundancy refers to maintaining a surplus of capacity in              
organization, such as overlapping decision-making process, surplus employees, and parallel          
communication channels (Staber & Sydow, 2002). Redundancy, in general, can contribute to the             
adaptive capacity of organizations in two ways. First, having overlapping channels for knowledge             
sharing stimulates innovation when turbulent arises (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). When overlapping            
information-sharing channels are implemented, and each individual within an organization possesses           
diverse and unique sets of knowledge, they contribute to the organization’s capacity with creating              
novel linkages and associations. This is beyond any single individual’s capacity. Second, redundancy             
contributes to the adaptive capacity through setting up sufficient overlapping tasks. When the system              
consists of multiple actors for the same task, the relations and linkages between actors are complex                
and diverse. The failure of one linkage does not result in the failure of the entire system, as at least                    
one other relation carries the same information (Staber & Sydow, 2002).  

It is important to note that redundancy can only enhance adaptive capacity when it is               
managed well. First of all, redundancy is very expensive. Longstaff et al. (2010) argued that when                
resource sits in the reserve of the system, maintenance is costly. The tradeoff between having surplus                
resources to buffer changes and the cost of maintaining needs to be evaluated carefully when               
decisions are made. It can be especially relevant to fast-growing companies, since it is very important                
for fast growing companies to maximize profit (Moniquet, 2017). Moreover, if not managed well,              
redundancy can limit the variability of a system and makes communication repetitive, without adding              
value (Staber & Sydow, 2002). Research has shown that having redundant tasks can help with error                
detection, but only when detecting problem is encouraged in an organization rather then concealing              
mistakes (Staber & Sydow, 2002).  
 
5.1.2 Decentralized decision making  
Decision making is an important process within any organisation. A distinction can be made between               
centralized and decentralized decision making. Centralized decision making means the locus of            
decision making lies with the central power of the organisation, giving employees little influence on               
the decisions made within the organisation. A decentralized decision making strategy gives            
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employees the responsibility to make their own decisions. In this form, decisions are not made solely                
by higher management, but through all levels of the organisation. From the results of the case study,                 
it can be hypothesized that decentralized decision-making plays a major role in enhancing the the               
adaptivity of fast-growing companies. Existing literature underlines the relation between          
decentralized decision-making and flexibility.  

As a study by Kalleberg (2001) points out, flexibility is enabled by decentralized             
decision-making because it gives employees different skills, which makes them deployable in several             
places within the organization. Another study by Scott-Ladd and Chan (2004) adds to this that               
employee participation enhances the organization’s ability to change. Additionally, Deksnys (2018)           
writes that decentralized decision-making results in the ability to make decisions faster. As was also               
observed in the case study conducted in this study.  

As shown in a different study, a strategic decision making policy is also one of the main                 
reasons why companies adapt easily to environmental and organizational changes (Friedman et al,             
2016). This can also be referred to as adaptive and flexible leadership (Yukl & Mahsud, 2010).                
Adaptive and flexible leadership involves reacting rapidly to unexpected changes, though building            
support for major changes is difficult when there is not an obvious crisis. Therefore, leaders should                
assess the progress continuously. This can be provided by weekly meetings, as shown in this study.                
Furthermore, leaders should make necessary revisions in strategies and plans. For example,            
companies need to be able to change rapidly if the customer demands change. In addition to that, the                  
leaders should involve subordinates in analyzing problems, solutions and making decisions (Yukl &             
Mahsud, 2010). This ‘shared leadership’ is also supported in the current study, where shared and               
decentralized decision-making is used in the strategy of a fast-growing company. 

Rapid decision-making and the rapid implementation of changes are also supported by smart             
communication channels, as these enable efficient ways of informing employees and discussing new             
ideas, as shown in this study. In literature, a strong relationship was found between managerial               
communication and employee performance (Allen, 1992), meaning that this can lead to improved             
company outcomes and success. Furthermore, inefficient communication strategies often lead to           
redundant workflows, tasks and processes (Staber & Sydow, 2002). As shown in a different study,               
optimal communication can also be supported by redundancy, as redundancy itself can help improve              
information (e.g. whenever information is stated multiple times, there is a smaller chance of errors in                
the information) (Hsia, 1977). Therefore, the key to better or smart communication is to find a                
balance between strategically managed redundancy in information flows as well as the costs, which              
is also supported in this study, which states that managing redundancy helps increasing adaptive              
capacity. 
 To conclude, agility and flexibility are two key elements that, through decentralized            
decision-making, smart communication and adaptive leadership, enable adaptive capacity in          
fast-growing companies. Furthermore, redundancy can only contribute to the adaptive capacity when            
it is managed efficiently. 
 
5.2 Practical implications 
The empirical findings identify main factors that affect adaptive capacity for fast-growing            
companies. Here, this study provides some practical implications for similar fast-growing companies,            
based on the aforementioned elements agility and flexibility: 

- Decentralized decision-making: decentralized decision-making empowers and encourages       
employees by including them in the decision-making process. 

9 



 
- Smart communication (strategies): smart communication strategies (e.g. use of specified          

task-based channels, weekly meetings) can improve decision-making, though need to be           
managed efficiently. 

- Adaptive / flexible leadership: involve subordinates in analyzing problems, solutions and           
making decisions. 

- Managing redundancy: organizations need to carefully consider the benefit and cost of            
redundancy and manage it strategically.  

 
5.3 Limitations of the study 
This study has several limitations. First, although a qualitative approach was considered the best              
method to achieve the objectives, such approach has drawbacks. For example, the answers of the               
interviewee may have been socially desirable or prone to recollection bias.  

Another limitation is the fact that only one company was studied. This means the results of                
this study are difficult to generalize and that the implications from this study only apply to                
companies that are similar to Picnic. In order to identify which companies are similar to Picnic, it is                  
necessary to have a measure that can be used to compare Picnic with other companies. The adaptive                 
cycle (figure 2) as proposed by Abcouwer and Smit (2015) provides the means to do this, by                 
identifying in which phase Picnic is currently in. 

 
Figure 2. The adaptive cycle of resilience. Taken from Abcouwer and Smit (2015) 

 
The results of our interview showed that Picnic has experienced relatively stable growth without any               
major crisis. As a relatively young company, Picnic is identified within the entrepreneurial phase of               
the adaptive cycle of resilience proposed by Abcouwer and Smit (2015). The entrepreneurship phase              
is identified with successfully finding a marketing gap and rapid speed of up scaling (Abcouwer &                
Smit, 2015), which is the situation Picnic is currently in. Through the process of standardizing rules                
and building up rigidity, an organization within the entrepreneurship phase eventually heads toward             
an equilibrium. Abcouwer and Smit (2015) also argue that all the companies within the equilibrium               
phase will inevitably experience crisis at some point. It is a result from the accumulating rigidity                
from continuous standardization. So, the implications of this study can only be applied to companies               
which are also in the entrepreneurship phase.  

Finally, this study only conducted an interview with one member of the studied company,              
which means the result of this study are only based on the views of that one person. Other members                   
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of the organization may not agree with these views. This could mean the results of this study are                  
biased toward the views of the interviewee.  
 
6. Future work  
 
This is an exploratory study into the factors responsible for the adaptive capacity of fast growing                
companies, which already resulted in interesting implications. However, more in-depth research is            
needed to confirm and further explore the relation between decentralized decision-making, adaptive            
leadership, redundant communication channels and adaptive capacity. As this study was initially            
focused on finding any factors related to the adaptive capacity of a fast-growing company, not               
enough attention could be given to these factors specifically. Therefore it is suggested that further               
research investigates specifically how those factors relate to adaptive capacity, to fully understand             
how the findings of this study relate to adaptive capacity and how they can be implemented by                 
fast-growing companies.  

Future research should also focus on extending this study to other companies as well. This               
might result in new or different adaptive capacity enhancing factors. It would also be interesting to                
see what the influence of different markets is on the adaptive capacity of a fast-growing company. As                 
different markets may ask for different strategies, this could also influence the demands for adaptive               
capacity, Finally, more research could be conducted into the comparison of different types of              
fast-growing companies, as this study did not pay attention to this specifically. Different             
fast-growing companies may be at different phases of the adaptive cycle (Abouwer & Smit, 2005),               
which could result in different strategies towards adaptive capacity. 
 
7. Conclusion 
 
In this study, a case-study was conducted in order to answer the following research question: what                
factors contribute to the adaptive capacity of a fast-growing company? As found, agility and              
flexibility are two key elements that, through decentralized decision-making, smart communication           
and adaptive leadership, enable adaptive capacity in fast-growing companies. Furthermore,          
redundancy can only contribute to the adaptive capacity when it is managed efficiently.  

There are some limitations to this exploratory study, so the research question could not be               
answered to the full extend. Furthermore, the results of this study cannot be generalized to all                
fast-growing companies, as only one fast-growing company was included in this study. Despite its              
limitations, some interesting findings were found, of which the factors that are found in this study                
could be used as a starting point for more extensive research into the adaptive capacity of                
fast-growing companies.  
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Appendix A 
 
Interview guide 

- Name 
- Research project overview 
- Interview format 
- Consent 
- Confidentiality 
- Audio recording 
- Right to withdraw/refuse to answer questions 
- Any questions before we start? 

 
Overall introduction on Picnic 

- We noticed that Picnic has grown exponentially fast in the last years. How did it grow so                 
quickly? (Was is the preparation strategy?)  

- How fast is it growing (in terms of employees)? 
- Could you provide us with annual reports? Can you elaborate something about that?  

 
Reacting to unforeseen events (crisis): 

- We can imagine that a fast-growing company meets some challenges, what are the             
challenges that you were facing in the past years? 

- How will you react to unforeseen events in the future? 
- How do you prepare on unforeseen events/crisis situations? 
- How do you prevent problems from happening (was there research done about the possible              

risks?) (equilibrium) 
- What is the overall strategy of Picnic? 

 
Adaptiveness 

- as Picnic is growing so quickly, how is it adapting to it with relation to changing                
environments?  

- … to changing wishes from customers? 
- What is the role of IT in your organisation? How is IT making Picnic adaptive to changing                 

environments? 
 
Fast-growing 

- Do you consider Picnic a fast-growing company, if so, why (not)? 
- Is it still growing (fast) or already ‘settling down’? 

 
Structure company 

- Could you provide us with an “organogram”? 
- How are decisions made? (hierarchy)  
- Does a / you CEO make all the decisions? Is it distributed in different department(heads)?  
- How much freedom for decision making and formal rules? (top-down/bottom-up approach)?           

Can people come up with ideas themselves? 
 
Multiplexity  
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Individuals employed in the marketing and R&D departments of an organization have multiplex             
relations if they meet in different settings, to discuss different issues related to the organization 

- How are meetings organized? and arranged? How is the contact from a CEO to an               
employee? 

- How are you making sure all information is referred back to Picnic headquarters, and vice               
versa, so to say? 

- How are the relations between the teams? Are teams mixed on certain activities/type of              
persons?  

- How does information flow between the different departments? Is it easy-going? How do             
you make sure that everyone is on the same level of information? Are issues then               
communicated? How do you facilitate that everyone is on the same page? 

 
Redundancy 
Resource slack, reflected in the presence of surplus employees, unused productive capacity,            
overlapping jurisdictions, broad job descriptions, tolerance for mistakes, 
parallel communication channels, or idle information. 

- How are you making sure that you reduce ‘redundancy’ (to be further explained)? 
- Where would you want to improve (base on slack/time/money improvements)? Working           

together with a technical team? 
 
Loose Coupling 
Loose coupling in organizational and interorganizational systems means that the various units and             
activities are relatively independent and can adjust to changing demands in different ways and at               
varying rates. 

- how does Picnic behave to change? What if (scenario?) supermarkets do not want to supply                
anymore? What is Picnic based on? 

- If something needs to change in structure, how is it implemented? How long does it take? If                 
something were to happen now that makes the organisation need of a structural change, can               
it happen quickly? 

 
Leadership 

- Who tells everyone what to do? If a new decision is made, how is it referred back to the right                    
teams? 

 
Future perspective 

- We saw online in an interview that it is expected that Picnic has profit in 2020, what are                  
Picnic’s future perspectives? What is the expectation for the growth (getting all cities in the               
Netherlands) 
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