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Abstract. Walmart is the leading reseller in the world. They have a large influence 
on the eating habits of their customers. A new trend on healthy and organic food is 
emerging, and new ‘healthy’ resellers are growing. The adaptive cycle of 
resilience is used to describe Walmart’s strategy in coping with this trend, and 
conclusions about the effect of the strategy are drawn. 
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Introduction 

Walmart is one of the largest resellers in the world. Their product range varies from 
basic every-day groceries to home electronics and munitions. The company started in 
the 1960’s and quickly grew to the size there are today. Walmart’s strategy has shifted 
from a fast growing supermarket to a supermarket focused on staying market leader by 
consequently being the cheapest reseller in the market (Lepore, 2011). 

But, being the cheapest is not enough anymore. Because of the major influence 
Walmart has on the daily life of an average American, Walmart has a growing 
responsibility to it’s environment. Walmart tries to comply to this responsibility with 
an active sustainability program where they try to reduce waste, and only use green 
energy. Next to this, they only try take care of the humans active in their progress. Both 
the employees in their stores as the employees at their suppliers are important for 
Walmart. 

But, because Walmart is such a major food supplier, they also have a large 
influence on the nutrition of the inhabitants of the area’s they serve. This is why 
Walmart has shifted its strategy from promoting cheap food and their in store brand, to 
promoting healthy foods. 

In this paper, the reasons for Walmart that moved them towards this change in 
strategy are discussed. The Adaptive Cycle theory is then used to describe if this 
strategic choice is in line with the adaptive cycle. The main research question is: “Is 
Walmart’s healthy food strategy of 2011 a strategic choice according to the Adaptive 
Cycle theory?” 



1. Adaptive Cycle of change 

A very well suited framework to explain organizational and strategic changes within 
organizations is the adaptive cycle of resilience (Baars et al.; 2010). The adaptive cycle 
explains how in a market, organizations often execute in a cyclic path between different 
growth phases. Organizations move through these phases by external influences. For 
example, the organization needs to be able to cope with changes in consumer needs, 
new technologies or laws. 

In this report, the adaptive cycle of change is applied to the case of walmart, to 
answer our main research question. 

2. Malwart’s position in the adaptive cycle 

Because of the market leadership position of walmart, it can be well described as an 
organization in the exploitation phase. Walmart was and is a well-led organization that 
tried to use their position in the market to make as much profit as possible. To do so, 
they focused on lowering costs and staying competitive. Walmart could be described as 
an organization that was confident about their strategy, and tried to optimize. But 
according to the adaptive cycle, this could not hold. Eventually, a crisis will come and 
Walmart needs to adapt to be able to survive.  

A growing thread to customers of Walmart is obesity. As Stolberg (2011) 
described, Michelle Obama (the first lady of the US), tries to bring child obesity to the 
agenda by supporting public projects that promote healthy food, and business that want 
to make their food healthier. Many US citizens, and with that many walmart customers, 
feel like more should be done to improve the food quality and nutrition. Michelle 
Obama and many other influencial persons try to improve food quality by lowering 
sodium, trans fats and sugar contents of a whole range of foods. The general public 
very positively received these initiatives. Sohata (2009) describes how the organic food 
trend keeps growing exponentially in the US since 2000. Because Walmart’s strategy 
does not comply to the need for organic and healthy foods, this resulted in the 
reorganization phase of walmart. 

Walmart needed to adept its strategy to comply to the need for organic and healthy 
food. To do this, it adopted the changes proposed by Michelle Obama. This new 
healthy food strategy consists of multiple changes. Firstly, Malwart is working on 
lowering the transfat, sodium and sugar contents of a wide range of food products. 
These changes are made both on their own store brand products, but Malwart also tries 
to get their major brands to move towards healthier food contents. Next to this, 
Walmart also tries to make sure more people buy fresh fruits and vegetables. To do so, 
they lower the prices. By doing this, they of course make less profit, but they hope to 
make up for it on sale volumes. Lastly, Walmart is introducing a range of affortable 
organic products to their product inventory (Peterson, 2014).  

The result of the strategic changes Walmart has made is quite positive. Because of 
their low prices on organic food, they are now a direct threat to organic supermarkets. 
Lutz (2014) describes the effect of this new strategy on whole foods, who needs to 
apply changes to their strategy because of the changed strategy of walmart. This is a 
good example of how different businesses in a market influence each others position in 
the adaptive cycle. 



3. Conclusion 

The strategic choices made by Walmart in this case can very well be described by the 
adaptive cycle. The first strategies of lowering costs and optimizing production we 
described were very well fitted for a business in the exploitation phase. The clear crisis 
we then described fits well in the model, together with the changes Walmart has made. 

As described by Lutz (2014) the changed Walmart has applied are having their 
effect, and it looks like Walmart is going towards release phase. The adaptive cycle can 
thus be applied by organizations to identify in which phase an organization is 
positioned, and which strategies can be applied to achieve good results. 

4. Discussion 

It is however questionable if the changes made by Walmart are big enough to come 
through the reorganization phase into the release phase. It looks like the changes are 
having a positive effect now, but the changes were small additions and changes to the 
product line. There are no big changes to the core strategy of Walmart. Walmart might 
need to make a revolutionary change to its strategy to stay market leader in a society 
were the things that matter to customers change. 

5. References 

[1] Lepore, M. (2011, February 11). Here's How Walmart Became The #1 Grocery Store In The Country. 
Retrieved November 16, 2014, from http://www.businessinsider.com/walmart-biggest-supermarket-
2011-2?op=1 

[2] Baars, A., & Abcouwer, T. (2013, November 19). The adaptive cycle. Retrieved November 16, 2014, 
from http://www.adaptivecycle.nl/index.php?title=Adaptive_Cycle 

[3] Stolberg, S. (2011, January 19). Wal-Mart Shifts Strategy to Promote Healthy Foods. Retrieved 
November 16, 2014, from http://www.nytimes.com/2011/01/20/business/20walmart.html?_r=0 

[4] Lutz, A. (2014, September 22). Whole Foods Is Making 6 Changes To Improve Business. Retrieved 
November 16, 2014, from http://www.businessinsider.com/whole-foods-turnaround-strategy-2014-9 

[5] Sahota, A. (2009). The global market for organic food & drink. The World of Organic Agriculture, 
Statistics and Emerging Trends. 

[6] Peterson, H. (2014, April 10). Wal-Mart Is Going To Sell Some Of The Cheapest Organic Groceries On 
The Market. Retrieved November 16, 2014, from http://www.businessinsider.com/wal-mart-launches-
organic-grocery-line-2014-4 
 


