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Abstract

In this paper, we attempt to identify which
characteristics are commonly found in adap-
tive organisations or are lacking in those that
are struggling with change. Eighteen relevant
case studies are examined, from which inter-
esting patterns of co-occurring adaptive traits
emerge. These patterns most prominently re-
late to clear communication, an open organi-
sational culture with a satisfied workforce, lis-
tening to employees, and proper anticipation
& diversification. We hypothesise that these
patterns play a vital role in an organisation’s
adaptive capacity, and suggest a subsequent
approach for future research.

Keywords: adaptive capacity, organisational
change, crisis management

1 Introduction

In 1983, an analysis performed by Royal Dutch Shell
showed that one-third of all 1970 Fortune 500 com-
panies were no longer in existence. They had either
been broken up, acquired, merged, consumed by
scandal or filed for bankruptcy (De Geus, 1997). Ap-
parently, the average shelf-life of companies seems to
be finite, which leads to some interesting questions.
What are the limiting factors with respect to an or-
ganisation’s longevity? What can companies them-
selves do in order to remain successful in the long
run?

Companies and organisations cannot be viewed
separate from the environment in which they exist,
whether that be the customers they serve, the mar-
ket in which they operate or the other organisations
with whom they either collaborate or compete. Suc-
cessfully adapting to the changes that occur in these
environments is therefore essential to the long-term
viability of any organisation. In the current era of
globalisation, rapid expansion and technological dis-
ruption, being adaptive may have become even more
critical.

This brings us to the central question of this re-
search paper: what are the shared characteristics
amongst adaptive organisations? To address this

question, we first provide an overview of related
work in section 2. We then analyse various case stud-
ies of organisations which have succeeded or failed
in overcoming a major issue or crisis in section 4.
Using the insights from these analyses, we attempt
to answer our research question by identifying deci-
sional patterns within and between these organisa-
tions in section 5. Finally, we conclude with recom-
mendations for future work in section 6.

2 Related Work

To provide the reader a mental model that can serve
as a conceptual primer to our research, we discuss
two perspectives on adaptive capacity: the adaptive
cycle, and ambidexterity in organisations.

2.1 The Adaptive Cycle

Nowadays, it is a commonly held notion that or-
ganisations exist in a constant struggle for survival
(Ranade & Hudson, 2003, p. 39). This Darwinist view
of organisations as dynamic ecological systems has
been formalised by C.S. Holling (2001). His adaptive
cycle encapsulates four phases.

The R-phase is characterised by growth. An or-
ganisation has either just survived and learned from
a crisis (MacGill, 2011, p. 528), or is in its infancy and
able to grow substantially, for example due to a ‘first
mover advantage’. As the organisation matures in
the K-phase, a ‘business as usual’-mindset will start
to prevail – it will become overly dependent on and
confident of its current state of being (Vonck & Not-
teboom, 2016, p. 314; Lovallo & Kahneman, 2003),
and “it becomes and accident waiting to happen”.
It is during the Ω-phase of crisis, that this accident
manifests itself through triggers by ‘agents of distur-
bance’ (Holling, 2001, p. 394). An important aspect
of the transition to this phase is the realisation that
the organisation is indeed facing a crisis. Thus, a so
called gestalt switch should occur, in which leaders
become aware of currently lacking ways of operation
(Abcouwer & Parson, 2011, p. 16). Leaders that are
able to manoeuvre the organisation through chaos
are vital throughout this phase (Fath, Dean, & Katz-
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mair, 2015, p. 3). Finally, during the transition from
the Ω- to the α-phase, crisis gradually makes way
for opportunity as the organisation searches for new
ways to thrive by means of innovation. “It is the be-
ginning of a process of reorganisation that provides
the potential for subsequent growth [...].” (Holling,
2001, p. 395).

It is important to note that Holling’s adaptive cy-
cle is by no means a cycle of state - it is a cycle of
movement. For example, there is not one ‘state of
crisis’; Holling speaks of ‘crisis’ in his description of
both the Ω- and α-phase (2001, p. 394). In addition,
as is in the name, the cycle of consecutive phases will
go on for as long as the lifetime of the organisation.

Surviving a crisis is by no means guaranteed.
One of the key factors of organisational survival
is balancing innovative and conservative forces.
Holling describes these as revolt and remember (2001,
p. 397). These terms are closely incorporated in the
adaptive cycle: in relatively stable times, it is impor-
tant to streamline processes and improve efficiency
to accelerate or maintain growth (remember), while
in crisis one must innovate and search for new op-
portunities (revolt) to survive (Abcouwer & Goense,
2015, p. 1970–1971). An organisation that is able to
proficiently balance these two concepts is adaptive:
it is aware of the dangers of relentless growth or
creeping stagnation, and is able to innovate during
times of crisis while maintaining direction (Fath et
al., 2015, p. 4).“[It] can evaluate a changing exter-
nal environment and modify its own internal proce-
dures in response” (Fukuyama, 2011, p. 450, as cited
in Abcouwer & Parson, 2011).

2.2 Ambidexterity in Organisations

Another view on adaptive capacity is formulated by
Raisch & Birkinshaw. They define organisational am-
bidexterity as “an organisation’s ability to be aligned
and efficient in its management of today’s business
demands while simultaneously being adaptive to
changes in the environment” (2008, p. 375).

In this context, March (1991) discusses the oppos-
ing forces of exploitation of existing certainties and
exploration of new business possibilities: the first
includes terms as production, efficiency, refinement,
and implementation, whereas the latter encapsulates
terms as variation, risk-taking, experimentation, and
innovation (March, 1991, p. 71). Raisch & Birkin-
shaw argue that these two fields ‘may require funda-
mentally different organisational structures, strate-
gies and contexts’ (2008, p. 376). Thus, to be am-
bidextrous, an organisation has to strive for recon-
ciliation between exploration and exploitation. Ac-
cording to Raisch & Birkinshaw, reconciliation can be
achieved in various ways.

One of such ways is organisational learning,
which encapsulates obtaining and spreading infor-
mation in the organisation, and utilising it in a bene-
ficial manner. Both refining existing and experiment-
ing with new information can aid organisational am-

bidexterity (Baum, Li, & Usher, 2000, p. 768). This
has strong ties with technological innovation: to
be ambidextrous, an organisation needs to pursue
both radical and incremental innovation, of which
the latter consists of minor adjustments to meet cus-
tomers’ needs (Tushman & O’Reilly III, 1996, p. 24).
Thus, ambidextrous organisations have the ability
to maintain ‘a mix of competence-leveraging and
competence-building activities’ (Raisch & Birkin-
shaw, 2008, p. 380; Burgelman, 1991, 2002).

However, there exists a trade-off for organisa-
tions between efficiency and creativity. Duncan
(1976) states that organisations need organic struc-
tures to remain creative, as well as mechanistic struc-
tures to implement and standardise innovations. Ex-
tending this view, Raisch & Birkinshaw state that
“ambidexterity is the ability to operate complex or-
ganisational designs that provide for short-term effi-
ciency and long-term innovation” (Raisch & Birkin-
shaw, 2008, p. 381). Thus, ideally, an ambidextrous
organisation is a jack-of-both trades.

3 Methods

To find shared characteristics amongst adaptive or-
ganisations, a qualitative literature review of various
case study articles was conducted. Articles were se-
lected based on four criteria: the article should ex-
amine one or more public or private organisations
(1); as evidence of exhibiting (non) adaptive capacity,
the studied organisations should have faced a ma-
jor problem or crisis, which they either resolved or
failed to resolve (2); the article should cover the rea-
sons of this success or failure (3); preferably, the arti-
cle should be at most five years old (4).

Eighteen articles (see appendix A), fifteen of
which under five years old, were analysed in three
consecutive coding rounds, in order to discover
commonly recurring concepts, organisational traits
and/or ideas. This process was carried out using
the qualitative data analysis software tool Atlas TI. In
the first round, two articles per author were analysed
and subjectively coded. In the second round, the au-
thors jointly reflected upon the codes found. This led
to an initial common coding scheme, which was then
used to code another two articles per author. After
another joint assessment, the scheme was finalised
and code-transcending themes were formulated. Us-
ing this final coding scheme, the previously analysed
and the unseen remainder of the selected case stud-
ies were (re-) coded. The final coding scheme can be
found in appendix B. Please note that code-counts
(representing the number of occurrences) are not rep-
resentative of how important a code is with respect to
our findings. This study should emphatically not be
interpreted as being quantitative in nature.

The most prominent thematic findings are de-
scribed in section 4, accompanied by selected exam-
ples from the case studies. Finally, using the insights
gained from this analysis, emerging patterns (combi-
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nations of co-occurring codes) are discussed in sec-
tion 5.

4 Case Study Findings

4.1 Internal Structure

In his 1981 article, Mintzberg concludes his analy-
sis of organisational forms with: “the point is not
really which configuration you have; it is that you
achieve configuration.” In other words, having a
proper structural fit is paramount to being success-
ful (and thus adaptive) as an organisation.

The first internal structure-related code was iden-
tified as the categorisation of an organisation as ei-
ther ‘modern’ - which we define as allowing employ-
ees to be autonomous and having an open organi-
sational culture - or ‘traditional’ - which we define
as being more authoritative towards employees in a
hierarchical setting. All organisations that we were
able to identify as ‘modern’ were able to solve their
difficulties (viz., Mitki & Herstein, 2011; Liu, 2018;
Nagayoshi & Nakamura, 2015). The sole company
we identified as hierarchical was not able to do so
(viz., Sarker & Lee, 1999).

Another code that we identified was the balanc-
ing of in- and outsourcing practices. Interestingly,
we were unable to find a subsequent common de-
nominator. A good example of contradictory cases
can be found in the article of Iakovleva, Oftedal, &
Foss: on the one hand we find the Alpha company,
which is “very much based on consultants”, while on
the other hand we find the Beta company, which ex-
plicitly tries not to “use too many consultants” (2015,
p. 239-240). Both companies were identified as adap-
tive by Iakovleva et al.

4.2 Leadership & Decision Making

Unsurprisingly, many characteristics that can assist
organisations in being adaptive fall under the theme
of leadership and strategy. This is reflected in the
multitude of such examples that we came across in
most of the cases under study in this paper.

One of the most prominently recurring codes
is the importance of clear and transparent inter-
nal communication. For instance, the radical open-
ness with respect to communicating internal failures
at the Japanese Sangikyo Corporation, even at the
CEO level, resulted in instantaneous, durable and
organisation-wide learning and prevented similar
mistakes from being made in the future (Nagayoshi
& Nakamura, 2015). Similarly, in the Israeli in-
vestment portfolio management firm Peilim, “main-
taining full openness and a fear-free working at-
mosphere” led to company management being able
to optimally utilise the knowledge that is located
within all layers of the company (Mitki & Herstein,
2011). In another case study, we found how the op-
posite can lead to failure. The internal secrecy that

surrounded the potential upcoming reorganisation
of U.S. telecommunications company TELECO led to
employees becoming wary of potential ulterior mo-
tives at the managerial level, effectively rendering
them change resistant (Sarker & Lee, 1999).

Another, closely related code often encountered,
is the importance of cross-divisional synergy. In the
case of an (anonymous) Hong Kong NGO, “project
team sharing sessions” enabled teams from different
parts of the organisation to learn from one another
in terms of adaptation to change and overall team
learning (Nesbit & Lam, 2014). Similarly at Peilim,
“weekly coordination meetings between heads of de-
partments and quarterly meetings of the entire em-
ployee body” allowed the different divisions to co-
operate on a shared set of goals and objectives (Mitki
& Herstein, 2011). The TELECO case can once again
serve as an example of how things can go wrong if
this aspect is not taken into account. Divisions ap-
peared to essentially operate as ‘islands’ within the
company, resulting into a lot of ‘finger-pointing’, a
lack of cooperation and an overall adversarial atmo-
sphere (Sarker & Lee, 1999).

The value of a well-defined, long-term strategy
is another frequently encountered code. In the case
of ArtesanalPesca, a Portuguese fisheries associa-
tion, long-term interests conflicted with short-term
priorities. Because the organisation managed to fo-
cus on future business viability, it managed to over-
come resistance to change and eventually avert crisis
(Karadzic, Antunes, & Grin, 2013). In another exam-
ple, Nokia in the 1990’s explicitly chose to diversify
into continuously profitable areas of business (rub-
ber and cables in this case), in order to ensure a long-
term stable income that can always serve as a buffer
(Aspara, Lamberg, Laukia, & Tikkanen, 2013). Also,
in the previously discussed Hong Kong based NGO,
a well-structured, Continuous Quality Improvement
(CQI) program was initiated that would run for at
least 23 months, to ensure steady, gradual improve-
ment into the future (Nesbit & Lam, 2014).

A fourth code that emerges from the case studies
relates to external networking, collaboration and re-
lationship building. In the case of the Italian Food
Bank foundation (Fondazione Banco Alimentare On-
lus, FBAO), the organisation relies on continued co-
operation and partnerships with not only food com-
panies but also private organisations venturing into
corporate social responsibility (CSR). This approach,
which essentially involves both diversification as
well as relationship building, seems to have effec-
tively safeguarded the continued operation of the
FBAO (Santini & Cavicchi, 2014). Similarly, in a mul-
tiple case study of organisations battling consumer-
related food waste, most actors attributed a large
part of their success to their long-standing relations
with other organisations and companies that are part
of the same supply chains (Aschemann-Witzel, 2017).

A code that often occurred in the context of or-
ganisations facing sudden changes or challenges, is
the ability to perform quick decision-making, and
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effectively execute interventions. In the case of an
(anonymous) emerging petroleum company in Nor-
way, it had become clear that a client had potential
interest in a closely related product. The firm re-
acted by immediately splitting its activities, allowing
for the successful creation of such a spin-off product,
capitalising on this narrow window of opportunity
(Iakovleva et al., 2015). In an example of how a com-
pany can experience difficulties grappling with this,
Exxon Mobil was perceived to have mishandled its
1989 Valdez spill. The situation turned into a com-
pany crisis, partly due to the fact that the company
waited a full week before publicly addressing their
mistake (McLane, Bratic, & Bersin, 1999).

A final recurring code that we will illustrate, is
the value of a proper shared vision. Chinese trans-
mission manufacturer JATCO, for instance, instils a
unique corporate culture into all of its employees
under the TEAM acronym, which stands for ‘Team
leadership by everybody’, ‘External mindset’, ‘Aspi-
ration to win’ and ‘Monozukuri excellence’ (the lat-
ter referring to its Japanese origins). This vision is
continuously broadcast to all employees, across all
layers of the organisation, and effectively serves as
a catalyst for some of the other recurring codes such
as cross-divisional synergy and personal responsibil-
ity/autonomy (Liu, 2018). The implementation of
a similar shared vision was also one of the key ele-
ments of the CQI program in the case of the Hong
Kong based NGO previously discussed. Here as
well, continuously communicating this vision is in-
tended to support the durable implementation of
other adaptive organisational characteristics.

Other codes encountered were: choosing the
right measures of success (KPI’s), keeping a
customer-oriented mindset, encouraging risk-taking,
exploring novel modes of leadership, engaging in
CSR, fostering creativity, lobbying, organisational
ambidexterity and hiring external expertise.

4.3 Employees

A factor that frequently came to light was the role of
the employee. Four related codes were identified:

First, it could be helpful to listen to employ-
ees and see the value of their influence. For ex-
ample, ArtesanalPesca, the previously mentioned
Portuguese fisheries association, partly overcame its
problem of low auction prices due to its tight-knit
relationship and respect for their fishermen. Even
though their ‘employees’ (members) initially did not
want to cooperate, by acting upon their voices and
concerns, they were able find a solution that was
both profitable and desirable for their community
(Karadzic et al., 2013). On the other side of the
coin, we again found TELECO, which could not re-
engineer its business processes partially because of
poor interaction with their employees and generally
not being “in touch with the human organisation“
(Sarker & Lee, 1999, p. 98).

Second, employee satisfaction was also identified

as an important characteristic to be adaptive as an
organisation. Nokia was able to successfully change
their business model during the 90s, which helped
them overcome the economical crisis during that pe-
riod. This was partly due to their “heavy focus on
enhanced employer image”. By focusing on recruit-
ment and proper training of employees, they estab-
lished a reputation as a desirable employer and at-
tracted knowledgeable people (Aspara et al., 2013,
p. 465).

Having in-house knowledge is, not coinciden-
tally, a third code related to the theme of the em-
ployee. One of the (anonymous) companies stud-
ied by Iakovleva et al. (2015) found itself in a very
demanding and competitive market. It learned that
having knowledgeable people, instead of external
consultants, was an effective way to commercialise
technology before rivals could. This way valuable
competence is retained and therefore they “employ
as many people as possible” (p. 240). This stands
in sharp contrast with the ‘Gamma’ organisation,
which found itself unable to overcome a cash-flow
crisis due to, in their words, a “lack of sales and mar-
keting expertise” (Nummela, Saarenketo, & Loane,
2016, p. 59).

Finally, we identified that improving teamwork
can be beneficial to adapt to new circumstances as an
organisation (Nesbit & Lam, 2014, p. 314; Ahmadi,
Seyedin, Vatankhah, Shabanineghad, & Hasan Iman-
inasab, 2013, p. 247).

4.4 Research & Development

Case studies in which organisations successfully
adapted themselves made it abundantly clear that
the popular saying ‘knowledge is power’ also
applies to organisations. The previously dis-
cussed multiple case study about food waste by
Aschemann-Witzel et al. (2017) makes a strong case
for the importance of good timing, which stems from
proper knowledge about the industry, the market
and the product or service. The same case study
recommends raising awareness about issues early, as
this establishes a corporation as an authority on the
subject in the eye of the public. Extensive knowledge
of the production process can be used to mitigate the
negative aspects of the process, for example by alter-
ing the supply chain or redistribution in the case of
food waste (Aschemann-Witzel, 2017).

The (anonymous) multiple case study about
emerging petroleum companies in Norway
(Iakovleva et al., 2015) further illustrates the im-
portance of research and development. Two of the
companies investigated had a focus on research-
ing the industry to use technologies found for their
own purposes. The company referred to as Alpha
even managed to use these technologies for their
own productions process, providing the technologi-
cal knowledge to connect petroleum to other indus-
tries. Another company, referred to as Beta, gathered
knowledge by not only researching the industry, but
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also by networking with others and hiring employ-
ees with strong industry knowledge. Through this
approach they learned how to better cooperate with
other parties, amongst which NASA, for example.

Another case study illustrates what can happen
when lacking the proper research. In a multiple case
study about failures in Finnish and Irish software
companies (Nummela et al., 2016) the dangers of
poor timing are illustrated in the case of a company
referred to as ‘Delta’, where poor timing regarding
new opportunities and the downturn of an impor-
tant client resulted in the company going bankrupt,
a fate that may have been avoided by more industry
knowledge and communicating with companies that
may have presented opportunities before reaching a
final decision.

4.5 Product & Service Design

In our analysis of the case studies, we came across
several codes that can be placed under the theme
of product and service design: diversification, main-
tainability/upgradeability, patenting, and prioritisa-
tion.

An example of a very adaptive organisation in
this regard is Nokia, as they transformed their en-
tire business model between 1990 and 1996 (Aspara
et al., 2013). Their success can be attributed par-
tially to prioritising between their many (subsidiary)
enterprises and designing complementary products.
Not only did Nokia produce both mobile phones and
mobile telecommunication networks, but they also
anticipated the convergence between several indus-
tries.

Another example of adaptability through prod-
uct design is an office furniture firm that extended
product life by making their office furniture up-
gradeable, preventing the product from becoming
obsolete by the end of its life span. By doing so, the
company made it possible to close the supply chain
and ensured the full exploitation of their products.
(Krystofik, Luccitti, Parnell, & Thurston, 2018).

4.6 Marketing & Public Relations

With respect to marketing & public relations (PR),
we found several recurring codes: customer feed-
back and tooling, influencing public opinion and
knowledge, original or novel marketing strategies,
and proper communication and transparency.

An example of apt communication by an or-
ganisation that underwent a successful adaption to
change was the previously discussed food bank or-
ganisation in Italy (FBAO), of which the European
subsidies were cut, yet it managed to survive. As an
example of successful marketing, FBAO asked moth-
ers to donate to other mothers in need on Mother’s
Day. By this creative appeal to reflection on other
people’s circumstances, FBAO secured a bit of extra
leeway in otherwise difficult circumstances (Santini

& Cavicchi, 2014). A good example of how poor ex-
ternal communication led to exacerbation of the cri-
sis at hand has already been discussed in the context
of quick decision making, in the form of Exxon Mo-
bil’s failure to deal adequately with the 1989 Valdez
spill (McLane et al., 1999).

Another illustrative case regarding marketing &
PR is the one of Pelim, which could not fulfil its busi-
ness potential due to bad market positioning. As part
of an exhaustive reconstruction of its corporate iden-
tity, a Customer Relationship Management system
(CRM) was implemented. This allowed for effective
client communication and enabled the company to
closely monitor customer satisfaction. In addition,
the company decided to position itself as a true part-
ner and instructed its employees to ‘serve as ambas-
sadors vis-à-vis clients’. Since then, its customer base
has increased by a factor of three (Mitki & Herstein,
2011, p. 458-459).

4.7 Agency

A final separate theme we identified was the role of
agency. One of its definitions is “an actor’s or group’s
ability to make purposeful choices — that is, the ac-
tor is able to envisage and purposefully choose op-
tion” (Alsop, Frost Bertelsen, & Holland, 2006, p. 11
as cited in Alkire, 2008, p. 13). In terms more relevant
to this research, it could be described as the opera-
tional freedom an organisation has.

We found three distinctive examples of how hav-
ing agency played an important role in adaptabil-
ity. The most striking example was found in the
case of a wireless communication cluster in Den-
mark. The organisations associated with this cluster
were faced with increasing technological demands
and tried to innovate accordingly. However, they
were constrained by their environment due to strong
functional, cognitive, and political ‘lock-in’, and had
no freedom to respond to market demand. This ren-
dered them ‘inflexible’ and ‘rigid’, and the cluster de-
clined (Østergaard & Park, 2013, p. 19). The other
two cases are found in Karadzic et al. (2013) and
Smith, Rossiter, & McDonald-Junor (2017).

5 Patterns of Adaptivity

No matter how descriptive the themes of the pre-
vious section are on their own, the most interest-
ing patterns emerge when characteristics operate in
conjunction with one another (or are simultaneously
lacking, for that matter). Overall, it seems like the
compound effect of co-occurring traits is larger than
the sum of its parts.

5.1 Communication for Growth

One of such emerging patterns seems to be the in-
terplay of clear and bi-directional internal communi-
cation, proper cross-divisional synergy and attention
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for R&D. In our estimation, all of these traits relate
to how knowledge is able to be generated continu-
ously and can be spread throughout an organisation
effectively. While all of these traits can be benefi-
cial on their own, it is their joint effect that results
in the emergence of adaptive capacity in the form
of organisational learning. Example cases in which
this combination appears to have lead to success
are Sangikyo Corporation (Nagayoshi & Nakamura,
2015), the Hong Kong based NGO (Nesbit & Lam,
2014), Nokia (Aspara et al., 2013), several compa-
nies battling food waste (Aschemann-Witzel, 2017)
and Fattals Hotels (Mitki & Herstein, 2011, p. 460),
while all of these traits were indeed lacking during
TELECO’s failed reorganisation attempt (Sarker &
Lee, 1999).

5.2 Modern and Satisfied

The relationship of a modern company combined
with strong workforce satisfaction through various
measures, particularly knowledge-building methods
and novel leadership, also seems to appear natu-
rally from the cases. The most prominent example
of the synthesis of these traits can be found in the
case of Nokia (Aspara et al., 2013). It placed a strong
emphasis on employee satisfaction through corpo-
rate education and a transition to a ‘novel corporate
recipe’ (p. 467). This was one of the drivers behind
a ‘highly successful’ business model transformation
(p. 459). Other cases in which we could clearly
identify this pattern were: Pelim, which rigorously
changed towards a modern structure, for example
through ‘open door policies’, and actively strived
for ‘pleasant working conditions’ (Mitki & Herstein,
2011, p. 458); and Jatco Guangzhou, which focused
on creating ‘an atmosphere of personal growth’ and
‘building a charming enterprise’ (Liu, 2018, p. 2153-
2154).

5.3 Listening is Key

As Husain (2013) already identified, listening to em-
ployees is vital when facing change. It is therefore no
surprise that this pattern, consisting of the codes ‘lis-
tening to employees’ and ‘internal communication’,
emerged naturally from our case study analyses.

Examples include: ArtesanalPesca, which was
able to become independent by carefully listening
to their community (Karadzic et al., 2013); Fattals
Hotels, where the major force behind their renewed
corporate identity was their employees’ ideas (Mitki
& Herstein, 2011); the Hong Kong-based NGO, that
as part of their successful quality improvement pro-
gram started “being more involving and engaging
with staff”, which resulted in “increased two-way
communication” (Nesbit & Lam, 2014, p. 314); and
finally, El Al Airlines, which was able to shift to a
‘premium service culture’ by actively involving em-
ployees during this process (Mitki & Herstein, 2011,
p. 463). On the other hand, we found the striking ex-

ample of the large emissions scandal of Volkswagen,
which failed to provide an environment where em-
ployees felt safe to address their concerns (Cavico &
Mujtaba, 2016).

5.4 Preparation is Paramount

A final pattern that emerges in our research is a com-
bination of diversification, decent market research,
a proper long-term vision and maintaining durable
relationships. The case studies suggest that such a
blend of traits is an advantageous preparation for an
organisation to deal with disruptive changes in its
environment, should these present themselves down
the road.

A prominent example of this can be found in the
case study of FBAO (Santini & Cavicchi, 2014), which
managed to build a diverse ensemble of suppli-
ers through maintaining durable relationships with
them. This made the organisation as a whole less
susceptible to environmental and/or economical dis-
ruption. Another strong example can, again, be
found in the case of Nokia (Aspara et al., 2013),
which effectively anticipated which fields of indus-
try allow for inherently sustained, long-term oper-
ation, ensuring continued viability of their business
proposition. Final examples of proper preparation
can be found in the work of Iakovleva et al. (2015):
the petroleum companies that they studied are able
to operate in their volatile environments solely due
to their strong relationships with customers and in-
fluential organisations, and their ability to quickly
align their products with market demands.

6 Conclusion

In this research paper, we attempted to identify
shared characteristics amongst adaptive organisa-
tions. To this end, we performed an analysis of eigh-
teen case studies of organisations that were faced
with disruptive change, and either succeeded or
failed to adapt. Based on a qualitative analysis of
these case studies, several themes were identified: in-
ternal structure, leadership & decision making, em-
ployees, research & development, product/service
design, marketing & PR, and agency.

Four interesting patterns of adaptive capacity
emerged from further analyses of these themes.
The first of these patterns can be characterised as
the combination of internal communication, proper
cross-divisional synergy and attention for R&D, un-
der the umbrella of ‘communication for growth’.
The second pattern can be regarded as a realisa-
tion of workforce satisfaction, primarily through
knowledge-building methods and the implementa-
tion of novel leadership (‘modern and satisfied’). The
third pattern relates to the influence of employees
and, once again, internal communication, best sum-
marised as ‘listening is key’. Finally, a combination
of diversification, market research, long-term vision
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and maintaining durable relationships also emerged
as an important pattern, which we aptly dubbed
‘preparation is paramount’.

Based on our findings, we hypothesise that these
patterns of co-occuring traits can serve as key ingre-
dients for an organisation’s ability to, in the words of
the previously cited Fukuyama, “evaluate a chang-
ing external environment and modify its own inter-

nal procedures in response”.
Future studies should investigate if this hypothe-

sis can survive more elaborate scientific scrutiny. For
example, the prevalence of these patterns in adaptive
organisations could be investigated on a larger scale
using a more deductive approach, in order to exam-
ine if they indeed have the positive effect that our
analysis of case studies indicates.
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B Coding Scheme

Theme Code Author 1 Author 2 Author 3 Author 4 Total
Internal Structure Balance in Insourcing / Outsourcing 1 0 3 2 6

Employee Roles and Workload 1 0 4 0 5
Modern / Autonomous 1 3 0 0 4
Traditional / Hierarchical 0 1 0 0 1

Leadership / Decision Making Choosing Right Measures of Success (KPI) 0 1 0 5 6
Cross-Divisional Synergy 2 4 0 1 7
Customer-Oriented Mindset / Strategy 0 1 0 2 3
Encourage Risk-Taking 0 2 1 1 4
Ethics / CSR 1 0 4 10 15
External Networking, Collaboration, Relationship Building 5 0 1 12 18
Fostering Creativity 1 1 1 0 3
Hiring External Expertise 0 1 0 0 1
Internal Communication / Transparency 4 8 4 5 21
Lobbying 0 0 0 8 8
Long-Term Strategy 2 3 0 10 15
Novel Leadership 1 1 2 4 8
Organisational Ambidexterity 1 0 1 1 3
Quick Decision-Making and / or Intervention 3 0 4 3 10
Shared Vision 0 4 1 0 5

Employees Employee Satisfaction / Understanding the Workforce 1 2 0 5 8
Improving Teamwork 0 2 7 0 9
In-house Knowledge / Knowledgeable Employees 1 7 1 6 15
Influential Employees / Listening to Employees 4 6 2 2 14

Research & Development Industry Research, Learning From / Copying Others 4 1 0 11 16
Internal R&D 3 3 0 3 9
Market / Customer Research 0 1 0 6 7

Product / Service Design Diversification 1 0 1 5 7
Maintainability / Upgradability 2 0 4 1 7
Prioritisation 1 0 3 5 9

Marketing & PR Customer Feedback / Tooling 2 0 0 1 3
Influencing Public Opinion / Knowledge 2 0 4 11 17
Original / Novel Marketing Strategy 2 0 0 6 8
Proper Communication and/or Transparency 1 0 0 10 11

Miscellaneous Having Agency 3 0 2 0 5
Total 50 52 50 142 294

Table 1: The final coding scheme used during the analysis of the case studies and the number of times these
codes were encountered. Please note that code-counts (representing the number of occurrences) are not rep-
resentative of how important a code is with respect to our findings. This study should emphatically not be
interpreted as being quantitative in nature.
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