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‘He sees the long picture of it,‘ Gahet had said. ‘He 

understands the vast, slow cycle, and is content to 

allow it to run its course. He appreciates the 

epochal dynamic of true and thorough change.’ 

 – found in ‘Legion’ by Dan Abnett 
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1. Abstract. 

This study constitutes a next step in elevating the understanding of the dynamics of the 

Adaptive Cycle of Change, and what role resilience, uncertainty and information 

systems have within its context in particular. The research is conducted through a 

literature review, data analysis (from an existing dataset) and interviews.  

Organizational resilience seems an aspect underrepresented in today’s business 

organizations. While resilience is considered an important factor in guaranteeing the 

continuity of a business, it is often overlooked for the sake of gaining or retaining the 

status quo. In this light, practices like standardization, changes in efficiency and 

complexity reduction are considered important processes, while it eventually will lead 

to an organizational crisis. Reasons for this distorted view that emerged in this study 

are the size of the organization (large organizations find it difficult to keep flexible, for 

instance), blind spots of the traditional manager (only focusing on Equilibrium and the 

prevention of a Crisis), and the aversion against change in general and the assumptive 

side effects resilience has. In addition, the role of information systems (and IT in 

general) is increasing as it continues to intertwine with the business. Information 

systems are believed to be an important factor in decision making and effectuating 

standardization throughout the organization. In this light, for organizations to realize 

sufficient adaptability while keeping a certain structured base is considered a challenge 

yet to overcome. In conclusion, this study offers a foundation for further research on 

the Adaptive Cycle of Change and its implications within organization theory. The 

Cube of Resilience is proposed; a model combining the Adaptive Cycle of Change and 

Adaptive Cycle of Resilience to one comprehensive three-dimensional representation 

which can provide a better insight in the dynamics of the cycle, its component parts and 

variables. 

Keywords. Organizational resilience, Adaptive Cycle of Change, 

Uncertainty, Information Systems, Equilibrium, Crisis, New Combinations, 

Entrepreneurship, Adaptive Cycle of Resilience, Information Systems. 
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2. Introduction 

This exploratory study attempts to contribute to elevate the general understanding of 

the dynamics uncertainty and resilience bring within the context of organization theory. 

Uncertainty and resilience being key factors determining the existence of organizations, 

the Adaptive Cycle of Change provides means of analysing these forces. 

Both established literature as contemporary work on the subject of organizational 

change, uncertainty and resilience have made use of examples concerning ecology, 

describing metaphorically the dynamics that can intuitively be generalized towards 

every complex system, such as organizations. The Adaptive Cycle of Resilience – the 

predecessor and not to be confused with the Adaptive Cycle of Change -, being a model 

typically used for these metaphorical examples, proved to be generalizable beyond the 

analogical. 

Organizations also (or rather especially) operate in adaptive cycles. This has been 

derived from, and described in various elaborate studies. This includes most 

prominently work done by Gunderson and Holling (2002) Walker and Salt (2006), 

Walker et al. (2004), Abcouwer and Parson (2011), Heene (2002), Taleb (2010), Taleb 

(2012) and most recent work by Abcouwer and Smit (2014), Kolka (2013) and Lensker 

(2013). The foundation laid out enables this study to look beyond the metaphorical, and 

focusses primarily on the context of organization theory. Notably the work of 

Abcouwer and Parson (2011), who constructed the Adaptive Cycle of Change, made 

this possible (Again, note the small but considerable difference in terms, there is a vital 

distinction between the Adaptive Cycle of Resilience and the Adaptive Cycle of 

Change). 

The Adaptive Cycle of Change is divided in four quadrants or phases, each comprising 

the organization’s imperatives of bringing the desirable (the ‘want’) and achievable 

(the ‘can’) in balance in an environment built of certainties and uncertainties (Heene, 

2002). These quadrants are identified as Equilibrium, Crisis, New Combinations and 

Entrepreneurship. An organization is considered to reside in one of the quadrants, 

shifting with an unknown pace through the model in a lemniscate movement. See 

Figure 2 for a visualization of this concept. The quadrants and their dynamics are 

explained in full detail over the coming pages. 

In addition, it is unmistakable that within the current anthropocene of organizational 

change, technological innovation and information management have its prominent 

share of impact. Business-IT alignment has been top of the agenda for CIO’s over the 

last ten years (Kappelman et al., 2013) and it is no secret that IT projects have been the 

bane of many organizations in terms of dealing with change in a competitive 

environment (Keen, 1981). A focal view on the impact of information systems within 

the context of the Adaptive Cycle of Change is therefore vital. 

Understanding the Adaptive Cycle of Change and its positioning in organizations 

contributes to find generalizations which help organizations identify the forces playing 

in a world of always increasing complexity and uncertainty (completely aware that ‘we’ 

are not lecturing the bird to fly
1
). It is a next step for businesses in becoming more 

resilient. Indeed, resilience is a key element in research concerning the Adaptive Cycle 

of Change. Before defining these generalizations though, it is eminent to build a 

                                                           
1
 See Taleb (2013) page 187 and further; Taleb states that scientists often take the 

position as to believe innovation comes from science, while it is often only derived 

from businesses and their practice. 
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foundation on which this is actually possible. The ensuing step in the construction of 

this foundation is gaining a better understanding of the dynamic elements of the model. 

Obtaining a better understanding about the dynamic nature of the Adaptive Cycle of 

Change is therefore the topical step that manifests in this document. This study aims to 

provide a framework based on current and previous relevant case studies within the 

scope of organization theory. The central question underlying this goal is: “What is the 

dynamic nature of the Adaptive Cycle of Change?” Because information systems seem 

to play such a central role in this matter, a second question is proposed: “What impact 

have information systems on the movements within the Adaptive Cycle of Change?” To 

explore answers, the research applied a literature review, data analysis and interviews.  

The data analysis provided quantitative material underpinning the central problem 

statement. No quantitative measurement or fixed case study in this field of 

organizational theory backs up the dynamic nature of the Adaptive Cycle of Change 

before, most likely because of the firm intuitive and rational ground to think in favour 

of the dynamics of the cycle, and scarce research. In concurrence with interviews, it 

provided argumentation in favor for the hiatus within managers’ practice concerning 

uncertainty and organizational resilience. The following section covers the theoretical 

background on the subject, after which the actual research is laid out. 

3. Theoretical Framework 

In order to gain sufficient understanding and a basis for constructing generalizations in 

the future, the following pages describe the theoretical framework on which this study 

is largely based. First, basic theory on the Adaptive Cycle is explored. Consequently, 

the narrative will follow a more specific focus towards the dynamic movement in terms 

of management and managers. Lastly, the role of information systems will be discussed. 

The theoretical framework is constructed purely by a systematic literature review of 

relevant literature from various fields 

3.1. Origin of the Adaptive Cycle 

Before diving into the theory of the Adaptive Cycle of Change, it is eminent to gain a 

broad understanding of the Adaptive Cycle of Resilience. First and foremost, the 

Adaptive Cycle of Resilience originates from the field of ecology and describes how an 

(eco) system organizes itself and how it responds to a changing environment 

(Gunderson & Holling, 2002). Of course, change within the context of organizations is 

not an unknown or particular new subject. In literature, “organizational change” has 

been discussed numerous times, covering a multitude of concepts, theories and 

framework irrelevant to sum up here. However, although most applications and 

derivations of the Adaptive Cycle of Resilience are described in the ecological context, 

the link and coverage within organization theory is not absent, the Adaptive Cycle of 

Resilience recognizable in different studies. For instance, Taleb (2012) describes the 

‘antifragile’: systems that benefit from stressors. Although Taleb himself stresses that 

antifragile differs fundamentally from resilience, it is actually a very similar concept
2
. 

                                                           
2
 It seems Taleb uses a different definition of resilience here. In his book he describes 

resilience as “The resilient resists shocks and stays the same; the antifragile gets 

better“(pp. 3). When comparing with resilience as defined by Gunderson and Holling 
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Also, Schumpeter (1950) described “creative destruction” as the effect that pushes 

organizations over the threshold towards an inevitable change. Another example can be 

found in work of Heene (2002), who describes the organization’s imperative to bring 

the desirable (want), necessary (must) and achievable (can) in a balance, variables 

fundamentally shaping the Adaptive Cycle. However, Walker and Salt (2006), and later 

Abcouwer and Parson (2011) more specifically, attempt to describe the Adaptive Cycle 

of Resilience first and foremost in a socio-economical context, focusing mainly on 

organization theory and with that, enabling research to effectively study resilience 

solely within an organizational context. 

3.2. Dynamics of the Adaptive Cycle of Resilience 

As said earlier, the Adaptive Cycle of Change finds its origins in the works of 

ecological resilience thinking. In context of ecology it is called the Adaptive Cycle of 

Resilience, and is considered a fundamental concept in the understanding of complex 

systems from simple cells to ecosystems, focused on transformational change (Redman 

& Kinzig, 2003). It is argued that these complex systems, are shaped by three distinct 

properties that shape and limit the dynamic change in the cycle: potential, 

connectedness and resilience (Gunderson & Holling, 2002) The dynamic relation 

between these properties is visualized in Figure 1. 

3.2.1. Potential/Capacity 

The potential of a system implicates the limit of options considering the system’s future. 

This can only be expressed in system specific measures. For a typical organization this 

could mean its innovative capabilities, available knowledgebase or quality of its 

network. Redman and Kinzig (2003) describe potential as capital, which is stored or 

active in use. 

3.2.2. Connectedness 

The degree to which a system can control its relation with the environment is labelled 

as connectedness. An increase in connectedness leads towards a decrease in 

redundancy and increase in standardization and efficiency, essentially keeping internal 

control over external variability. However, it is generally assumed it is bad practice as 

when controlling variables tighten, the system’s requisite variety needed to cope with 

environmental disturbances decreases, making it more vulnerable (Ashby, 1957; 

Gunderson & Holling, 2002). 

3.2.3. Resilience 

Resilience determines how vulnerable a system is to unexpected disturbances that can 

negatively impact its control mechanisms. It constitutes the capacity of a system to 

                                                                                                                                             

(2002), he would be right and this is called engineering resilience. However, as of now 

this is not the definition used by (contemporary) ecologists. The right definition would 

be along the lines of “Resilience is the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and 

reorganize while undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the same function, 

structure, identity, and feedbacks. This exists under the name of ecosystem resilience. 

(Gunderson & Holling, 2002; Walker et al., 2004) 
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absorb disturbance and still retain its basic function and structure. Two types of 

resilience have been defined: engineered resilience and ecological resilience. The first 

type refers to a system’s capability to ‘bounce’ back to a state of equilibrium after 

disturbance. In Taleb’s words, this more fittingly relates to ‘robustness’ (Taleb, 2012).  

Ecological resilience refers to the system’s capacity to absorb disturbance and 

reorganize while undergoing change as to still retain essentially the same function 

(Walker et al., 2004). This study focusses on the latter type, which closely resembles 

the definition of the “antifragile” as described by Taleb (2012). Of the three properties, 

it might be the most difficult to measure resilience. This is because an organization’s 

adaptive capability is related to a multitude of factors, which are not considered 

exhaustively listed yet (Kolka, 2013; Somers, 2009; Walker & Salt, 2006). Over the 

following pages, resilience will be elaborate on extensively. 

 

Figure 1: The Adaptive Cycle of Resilience 

The three properties can be depicted in a 3 –or 2 dimensional model (see the figure 

above). The upper figure shows the dynamic relation between the three properties. The 

lower is identical, but omits ‘resilience’. As will be shown later, this model resembles 
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the four phases and a similar dynamic found in the Adaptive Cycle of Change as 

described by Abcouwer and Parson (2011), although arranged in a different order
3
. 

It is worth to refer to an example used by Walker and Salt (2006, pp. 83-84), which 

illustrates the Adaptive Cycle, its three properties and its dynamics in an organizational 

context perfectly: 

“Consider a new business that builds houses. Being new, the business is trying 

out new and innovative ways of doing things, and is keen to build up its market. 

It proves successful and starts growing. Over time it starts adapting its own 

success by being more efficient at doing the things that it does well. Resources 

are locked up in doing things in the most efficient manner such as in buying 

equipment for building houses in one set manner or tailoring the product to 

specifically meet the needs of just one subset of the market. 

In so doing, however, the business is becoming less resilient as it concentrates on 

doing things in one or only a few different ways. If it invests in doing a wide 

variety of things, or in doing each thing in several different ways, it’s being less 

efficient than focusing on just the things it does especially well. However, this 

loss of flexibility means it’s more vulnerable to shocks and disturbances, such as 

an economic recession in which people cut back dramatically on house building 

or the appearance of a competitor who provides different kinds of houses. The 

business is totally dependent on houses being built in a particular way so it goes 

broke. It has entered the back loop. The resources it had locked up (people and 

capital) are now released and made available to the remnants of the company and 

new innovators that will be the trendsetters of the next cycle. The original 

company may or may not be part of it.” 

Although the above example and other literature (e.g., Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997) 

gives the impression that change is slow and continuous (or perhaps constantly chaotic), 

it is also argued that change is episodic (Abernathy & Utterback, 1978; Tushman & 

Anderson, 1986). However, when (natural) capital is gathered over a certain amount of 

time, and sudden, maybe unexpected events force a release or reorganization of the 

system’s legacy over the threshold of Equilibrium into a Crisis, this is often recognized 

as episodic (Walker & Salt, 2006). This in turn might even coerce the system into 

redistributing and relocating assets or even forces an overall transformation resulting in 

a complete ‘new’ system. 

Social systems differ from ecological systems in that they constitute one more 

dimension which we can now define along the lines of construction and deconstruction 

of conversation and the ability of foresight (Gunderson & Holling, 2002; Heidegger, 

1962; Introna, 1997). Upon realising this, it was assumed that the Adaptive Cycle of 

Resilience would not apply to every human-directed system. However, although human 

consciousness and human intervention in systems does have considerable impact on 

various levels, this third dimension mainly brings more uncertainty and complexity to 

the control mechanisms of organizations implicating that the way they move through 

the adaptive cycle keeps unchanged (Redman & Kinzig, 2003). As for now, no 

complex system proved to ‘escape’ the cycle (Walker & Salt, 2006). Adaptive Cycle of 

Change 

                                                           
3
 A thorough examination of the Adaptive Cycle of Resilience as initially described can 

be found in ‘Panarchy’ (Gunderson & Holling, 2002) and is highly recommended to 

read when interested in its origins and substantiating case studies. It will also enhance 

the understanding of this study considerably. 
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As mentioned earlier, Abcouwer and Parson (2011) have translated the model based on 

ecological systems to a flat, two-dimensional model specifically describing the cycle of 

organizations based on the can/want model as described by Heene (2002) and the 

theory provided by Thompson (1967) on decision making (see Figure 2). The first 

quadrant, equilibrium characterized itself as a situation where both dimensions, the 

want and the can, are certain; efficiency and market position are in balance. 

Eliminating redundancy and obtaining optimal efficiency is high on the agenda. The 

organization is in a state of business-as-usual. This quadrant corresponds to the Ḵ 

(conservation) quadrant in the Adaptive Cycle as described by (Gunderson & Holling, 

2002). 

 

Figure 2: The Adaptive Cycle of Change 

At a certain point, on a certain level, the organization will find itself in a situation that 

forces change or threatens viability; a transition from equilibrium to crisis occurs. This 

can be self-inflicted (forcing change before it forces itself) or imposed by the 

environment in the form of a so-called Black Swan (Taleb, 2010). The complex 

situation the organization finds itself in makes the business uncertain, and it is not able 

to overcome this complexity with current resources. If the organization does not 

undertake any action, it faces the end of its lifecycle. The transition from equilibrium to 

crisis could mean a sudden threat, new opportunities or the aspiring of new visions. In 

a crisis situation, the organization does not know what it can do and simultaneously 

does not know it wants to do. This quadrant corresponds to the Ω (release) quadrant in 

the Adaptive Cycle as described by (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). 

To leave the crisis, the organization has to find new routes towards viability. Creativity 

and innovation is necessary, as there are possibilities at the horizon and a limited set of 

resources. The organization finds itself in a paradoxical position; either the system 

collapses, or survives through innovation. High risks are matched by great opportunity 

(Gunderson & Holling, 2002) At some point, the organization has to make the choice, 

the strategy to get up and running again. It knows what it can do, but it is still uncertain 
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what the exact direction will be. At this point, the organization resides in the new 

combinations quadrant. This quadrant corresponds to the α (reorganization) quadrant in 

the Adaptive Cycle as described by (Gunderson & Holling, 2002) 

In the entrepreneurship quadrant the organization knows what it wants to do, and has 

to scale up to have a reliable business. This is the situation where the process of 

searching for a new “business-as-usual” takes place. This comes with a lot of choices, 

and drastic, rational-based decisions are not unusual. Quality and standardization of 

knowledge, processes and skills have priority. The organization knows what it wants to 

do, but it is uncertain whether it is actually able to. In simple words, it is searching for a 

new Equilibrium. This quadrant corresponds to the ṟ (exploitation) quadrant in the 

Adaptive Cycle as described by(Gunderson & Holling, 2002). 

3.2.4. Discrepancy between models 

The observant reader might have noticed that while both models show a lemniscate 

shape, the quadrants do not match their location (i.e., equilibrium state in the Adaptive 

Cycle of Change can be found in the lower left corner, while the corresponding 

conservation state in the Adaptive Cycle of Resilience is situated in the upper right 

corner). The axes along both model’s sides depict different variables. The earlier model 

is focused on a system’s connectedness and capacity (or potential), while the latter is 

focused with a more organizational scope, depicting an organization’s desirable and 

achievable. One could argue that capacity and achievable are more or less related, but 

we cannot relate the achievable with connectedness. It is easy to mistake both models 

for having an identical message. It is important however, to keep this discrepancy 

between the models in mind; the difference in variables have significant implications 

when mapping onto real life cases, resulting in different outcomes depending on what 

is focused on 

3.3. Two Modes of Cycle Movement 

Although consisting of four quadrants, the Adaptive Cycle of Change knows two main 

movements: the movement of development (or fore loop, exploitation) and the 

movement of reorganization (or back loop, exploration) (Abcouwer & Parson, 2011; 

Walker & Salt, 2006). 

The development movement consists of the Entrepreneurship and Equilibrium phase 

and is characterized by standardization of processes, removing redundancy, creating 

stability and conservation, essentially elements for an organization to be able to grow. 

The fore-loop can most simply be considered a movement of organizational growth and 

increasing certainties. It is no secret that the fore-loop will be experienced by managers 

as unproblematic and comfortable. 

The reorganization movement consists of the Crisis and New Combination phase and is 

characterized by uncertainty, experimentation and decision making based on gut. 

Innovation is important as it is the major contributor to successful adaption to the new 

situation the organization is thrown in. Creativity and ‘fearless leadership’ are 

competences most important to have as a manager. Although the reorganization 

movement provides the organization of new windows of possibility and opportunity, it 

is commonly experienced as a difficult time full of uncertainty (and no-one likes 

uncertainty). 



11 

 

Each movement aims for different objectives. The first aspires maximization of 

production and accumulation, the second aspires maximization of invention and re-

assortment. The two objectives can never be maximized simultaneously, only in 

sequence (Gunderson & Holling, 2002). 

Although straightforward, these two movements are an important concept in the road 

towards understanding the forces that constitute organizational resilience. 

3.4. State of Research 

For the sake of context and clarity, from here on the theoretical framework will mostly 

leave theory purely based on the Adaptive Cycle of Resilience, and focus preliminary 

on the structure of the Adaptive Cycle of Change as described by Abcouwer and Parson 

(2011). Over the past three years, the Adaptive Cycle has been subject to research with 

a dominant focus towards organization theory, primarily aiming to contribute to build 

generalizations within a context of businesses, information systems and economic 

turbulence
4
. Lensker (2013) conducted a research which concluded that individual 

identification of the four quadrants of the Adaptive Cycle is possible, with a heavy 

tendency towards Equilibrium and Crisis. The New Combinations and 

Entrepreneurship phases seemed underrepresented. This phenomenon is not incidental, 

and will be explored later on. 

Meanwhile, Kolka (2013) performed a thorough study concerning the adaptive 

capability of business organization, listing a fairly comprehensive list of attributes 

influencing this. The study concluded that at the top of the list, innovation, 

ambidexterity and curiosity are key elements. It may come unsurprisingly that this 

suggests that these very human attributes are the factors making a resilient organization 

possible. Indeed, others have argued that human factors play a dominant role within the 

dynamics of an organization. Elements such as the possibility to react to sudden events, 

improvisation, bricolage, vigilance, creativity, guts and passion might have a bigger 

impact than concepts as strategy, structure, change management, risk management or 

governance, for example (Guastello, 2013; Pfeffer, 2010; Taleb, 2010). 

Over the past years, several case studies have been performed concerning several 

elements of the Adaptive Cycle of Change. These case studies give singular insight of 

the organizations’ strategic choices, management activities and information system 

issues (among other aspects) concerning the quadrants of the Adaptive Cycle of 

Change the organization at that point resided in. These (and case studies currently 

conducted) ultimately provide a base on which generalizations can be made with 

increasing certainty. 

As for now, the very basic characteristics of the Adaptive Cycle of Change have been 

covered. The narrative will now continue to explore more specific attributes concerned 

with the Adaptive Cycle in terms of organizational reality, its management and the role 

of information systems. 

3.5. Resilience, Antifragility and Basins of Attraction 

It is eminent to discuss resilience. Resilience is the key element which makes research 

of the Adaptive Cycle of Change within organization context relevant. The dynamic 

                                                           
4

 This research exclusively took place at the University of Amsterdam, under 

supervision of Dr. Drs. A.W. Abcouwer. 
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nature of the cycle is inherently related to resilience, and to grasp the theory behind the 

adaptive cycle as a cycle, a more specific definition of resilience is needed. 

However, instead of returning to resilience in an ecological context, it is worth to focus 

on Antifragile. Coined by Nicholas Taleb (2012) it constitutes the equivalent of 

ecological resilience in a generic context. Taleb found out there is lack of a word which 

the meaning is the opposite of fragile, so he decided to come up with one. The 

Antifragile constitutes everything that benefits from stressors, randomness, uncertainty 

and volatility which, unsurprisingly, concerns every complex system. This is the exact 

equivalent of ecological resilience, one of the two types described earlier For the sake 

of relevance, instead of using ‘ecological resilience’; just ‘resilience’ or ‘antifragility’ 

will be used henceforth. Otherwise, the definition stays unchanged. 

Antifragility and its ecological equivalent has been subject of some studies and knows 

several complementing definitions, most prominently put forward by Taleb (2012) 

Holling (1973), Beer (1984) and Carpenter and Gunderson (2001). A system’s 

capability to remain within its basin of attraction (that is, the area of equilibrium space 

a system has to withstand disturbances) while being subjected to disruptions and 

stressors is the main characteristic of resilience. The degree of self-organization, i.e. 

the ability to keep a coherent structure by internal controlling processes is another 

major factor. In addition, a resilient system is capable of adapting to environmental 

influences, and has the ability to learn from past experiences for the better course of 

future action. To a certain degree, the system benefits from stressors, disorder, 

uncertainty, etc. As explained by Taleb, it hardens the system for possible future stress, 

stress that might otherwise become fatal. A striking example is vaccination; by 

stressing the body with very small doses of a particular virus, it ‘braces’ itself for a 

possible future attack. 

3.5.1. Adaptability 

Apart from resilience, organizational antifragility can also be explained in terms of 

adaptability. Adaptability is the capacity of actors in an organization to influence 

resilience. Whether intentionally or unintentionally, individuals within a system 

influence the course of action an organization takes. This could otherwise be seen as 

the self-organization of an organization (Levin, 1998), and is in this aspect an exclusive 

element of human-directed systems
5
. 

3.5.2. Transformability 

Sometimes, a system successfully moves through the cycle and went through a 

transformation. Whatever the reason, the system was untenable in its current state and 

needed a total change of structure. Note that transformability constitutes a successful 

shift of equilibrium state. A maybe too obvious but absolutely clear example of this 

phenomena is Nokia, which drastically changed their business strategy shifting from 

wood and cable processing to manufacturing mobile end-user devices over the course 

of 10 years (Leinbach & Brunn, 2002). This is also a clear example of creative 

                                                           
5
 Note that ‘human-directed’ does not mean that by individual capacity to change a 

system, the ‘human’ has total control over the system. Self-organization concerns the 

system as a whole; controlling self-organization is a complicated matter. A great 

analogy can be found in self-organizing flock of birds, which is by no means 

‘controlled’ by any individual bird. 
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destruction, (Schumpeter, 1950) forcing the organization in a ‘contained’ crisis. One 

could argue that Nokia, at the time, had high antifragility. 

3.5.1. Panarchies 

A complex system is not a singular, final unit; it is composed of subunits and itself may 

be the subunit of some larger collective. These subunits may be contending with each 

other. Each subunit moves through its own Adaptive Cycle of Change, directly and 

indirectly influencing child, sibling and parental systems. This corresponds to the 

Viable System Model (Beer, 1984), the concept of Panarchies (Gunderson & Holling, 

2002) and Nonlinearity (Levin, 1998; Taleb, 2012, p. 88) 

The dynamics within these panarchies are considered a major contributor to the 

episodic change each organization experiences. Patterns at higher levels emerge from 

small and fast localized interactions at lower level systems (adaptive cycles). This is 

known as ‘revolt’; a crisis can cascade up towards a higher and slower level system, 

potentially influencing its adaptive cycles especially where resilience is low. 

On the other hand, slow and progressive processes at higher level cycles residing in the 

Equilibrium phase acquired capacity, potential and certainties which lower level system 

could inherit. This goes under the term ‘remember’, indicating the heritage a higher 

level system passes through over time. Revolt and remember (or rather Panarchy) are 

visualized in Figure 3. 

Antifragility fits right in the Panarchy theory. Parts of a system (being constructed of 

smaller systems) may have to be fragile in order to make the larger antifragile. 

Sacrificing the individual in order to survive can be recognized. Or, as Holling (1973) 

said: 

“Individuals die, populations disappear, and species become extinct. That is one 

view of the world. But another view of the world concentrates not so much on 

presence or absence as upon the numbers of organisms and the degree of 

constancy of their number.” 

 

 

Figure 3: Panarchies, revolt and remember (Gunderson & Holling, 2002) 

3.6. Crisis containment 

One might expect that preventing to move towards the Crisis quadrant is one of the 

primary organizational aims. However, predicting a crisis in a human-directed system 

is extremely difficult taking every variable (Panarchies and recursivity, resilience, 

adaptability, human intervention, etc.) discussed so far into account. Taleb (2010) 
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described the effect known as a ‘Black Swan’; an unexpected event, only explainable 

afterwards, causing a crisis. According to Taleb, Black Swans are inevitable, but 

Antifragility can brace a system for the effects of a Black Swan. This is perhaps the 

best reason for organizations to pursue resilience as one of the main organizational 

imperatives. Considering the above theory, resilience is highest in the New 

Combination and Entrepreneurship quadrants, lowest in Equilibrium and Crisis 

quadrants. This brings up the problem statement again: What is the dynamic nature of 

the Adaptive Cycle of Change? Or to make it much more specific: Why do managers 

strife for an Equilibrium state, while resilience is highest in times of partial 

uncertainty? 

Literature describes a positive correlation between crisis management and occurrences 

of crises. This is counterintuitive considering that effort to prevent crises should not 

result in crises (Pauchant & Mitroff,  1990). Taleb (2012) described this as 

organizational iatrogenics and within the field of cybernetics this is known as vicious 

circles (Masuch, 1985).  

This brings us to a theory defined within the field of first order cybernetics: the 

management paradox. The manager is always caught between the desire to limit the 

variety of the organization and the risk of so limiting the variety that it cannot control 

its environment properly.  

3.7. Role of Information Systems 

The investigation of the Adaptive Cycle would not be complete without paying 

attention to the role of information systems. Organizations and their information 

systems (and, obviously, information in general) have a complementary relationship, 

and to study one without the other would give an incomplete and distorted impression 

of organizational change (de Vries & Huizing, 2007). 

The subject of organizational change and information systems has been much debated, 

and many concepts have been discussed over the years. Traditionally, information 

systems and communication is based upon the idea of stability, and are naturally not 

able to deal with change. This while ICT is still an ever growing an ubiquitous element 

of our society, and increasingly deployed as a support for businesses. Hence, its impact 

grows accordingly when uncertainty, complexity and occurrences of Black Swans. 

In previous research, it is mentioned that technological innovation and organizational 

change have mutual impact on each other (Avgerou, 2001). Hence, “business-IT 

alignment” has been on the strategic agenda for a fair amount of time (Kappelman et al., 

2013). Within the current business environment where IT fulfils a ubiquitous role, it is 

impossible not to give its implementation and use a respectable amount of specific 

attention (Introna, 1997). 

Literature concerning Information Systems (IS) and organization change is broad, but 

generalizations concerning the impact of IS implementation success or failure is scarce.  

Much literature has stressed that many implementation processes of information system 

may have been a technological success, but proved an organizational failure (Keen, 

1981). One of the named reasons is that although decision making within the 

organization context is supported by information systems, it will always stay an 

emotional and conservative (and only partially a cognitive) process. One might even 

argue that the availability of increasing amounts of information results in more basic 

decision making instead of more nuanced, balanced considerations (Heiner, 1985). 

Although noise (or irrelevant information) is beneficial for organizational resilience, 
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too much noise as an abundance of available information makes noticing the actual 

signal (information we are interested in) difficult to recognize (Taleb, 2012, p. 88). 

This is a problem not only in organizational decision making, but also in law, 

economics, politics and other complex systems (Taleb, 2010, p. 140) 

According to Ciborra and Lanzara (1994), too often the assumption is made of a too 

simplistic image of organizational change in relation to information system design and 

implementation. The picture of a deterministic, linear result of information systems’ 

effect on the organization is most often not in line with reality. These ideas miss the 

deeper, multiple realities and meanings within organizational life. This comment is in 

line with the idea that information systems are properly designed to provide the 

necessary information to make measured decisions. As Introna (1997) argues, 

information systems can only communicate decontextualized pieces of reality, and 

cannot be fundamental part of the real-world choices managers have to take. 

3.7.1. Information Systems and Quadrants 

For all means and purposes, the following lines describe an arbitrary overview of the 

role of information systems within each quadrant of the Adaptive Cycle of Change.  

Within the Equilibrium quadrant, information systems arguably have the primary role 

to support the organization in their core business processes, ensure a certain amount of 

stability and certainty within the boundaries of normal expectations. Information 

system improvement is ensured through small iterative innovation. In no way are 

information systems and under –and above lying policies prepared for sudden, 

significant change. 

When a crisis occurs, the role of information systems totally depends on the context of 

the situation. The systems might become obsolete or largely useless. Whatever the 

circumstances, no information system within the organization is prepared for the 

current environment. 

It is difficult to determine the role of information systems once the organization can be 

identified in the New Combinations quadrant. However, organizational resilience can 

in all likelihood expected to be high; conventional structures of information systems 

(often not very flexible) might not fit that profile, as the organization is searching for 

new windows of opportunity. 

The Entrepreneurship quadrant is a phase where information systems exploration might 

be valuable. Choices are made and IT strategy can step in, ensuring choices concerning 

information system implementation are acceptable at worst. From here on, information 

system can provide the means to bring the organization trough to its beloved 

Equilibrium state. 

The above is – for the time being – largely speculative. There is no work available 

primarily focusing on the identification of IT policies, types of information systems, IT 

archetypes or information system strategies within separate quadrants or movements 

between quadrants. However, for the purposes of this study it might be valuable to 

keep in mind that information systems thrive in an equilibrium organizational state and 

appear difficult to implement in times of uncertainty, when organizational resilience is 

high. 
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4. Research Model 

Research within the field of the Adaptive Cycle of Change within organization context 

can roughly be identified in four segments, as can been seen in Figure 4. The segments 

represent the steps to be taken to arrive at the previous mentioned generalizations 

which possibly help us understand organizational dynamics. 

4.1. Relevancy 

The first segment deals with relevancy of the Adaptive Cycle. Its main goal is finding 

out whether the quadrants are identifiable within organizations, and whether 

organizations are actually moving through the cycle the way it has been described. 

Both the general theory of Abcouwer and Parson (2011) and the work of Lensker 

(2013) and Kolka (2013) falls under this segment. 

4.2. Positioning 

When the relevancy of the model has sufficiently emerged, the next step is to find out if 

and how organizations move through the cycle. The second segment aims to describe 

this. It tries to answer questions like: “how do we (the organization) recognize a 

quadrant?”, “In which quadrant do we reside now?” and “What can we expect from the 

future in terms of the Adaptive Cycle?” This current study primarily deals with this 

segment. 

 

Figure 4: Research Model 

4.3. Phase dynamics and generalizations 

This segment is concerned with the generalization of the cycle dynamics. What are 

recognizable problems / recurring issues? It is also the phase where related concepts 

which do not lie directly within the scope of the Adaptive Cycle of Change should be 
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exhausted accordingly. Central in this phase is the identification of generalizable 

concepts, possibly proving valuable for describing organizational dynamics. This study 

aims to provide preliminary generalizations based on the effort in the Positioning 

segment. 

4.4. Sustainability 

Sustainability deals with both scientific and practical implications of the Adaptive 

Cycle. What can organizations do to move through the cycle successfully? What are 

best practices? What are commonly recognized issues? What role can the Adaptive 

Cycle play in fields like risk –and change management? 

4.5. Research question 

Topical research mainly focuses on relevancy / positioning issues. The scope of this 

current research will be of no exception. Working onto the foundations of Lensker 

(2013) and Kolka (2013), this research is designed to take the next step towards 

substantiating the Adaptive Cycle. In this regard, the following problem statement is 

defined: 

What is the dynamic nature of the Adaptive Cycle of Change 

within Organization Theory? 

Because of the ubiquitous and interwoven nature of information systems it is important 

to cover the effects of this aspect. This means that in addition to the above question, the 

study will further scope itself to the effects of information systems. The following 

question is defined to guide this scope: 

What is the role of Information Systems within the dynamics of 

the Adaptive Cycle of Change? 

At this point there is little known research focusing directly on the dynamic aspect of 

the Adaptive Cycle, especially within the fields of organizational theory and 

information systems. 
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5. Methodology 

To answer the given research question, a set of triangulating methods are proposed. 

The methods are based on literature on flexible (qualitative) and fixed (quantitative) 

research by Yin (2009), Robson (1997), Jick (1979), Sandelowski (2000) and Maxwell 

(2012). 

The research framework shown in figure 3 will be adapted to logically and structurally 

find the answers, concerning validity and the earlier mentioned research segments. 

Below each part of this research framework is discussed in logical sequence. 

 

 

Figure 5: Research Framework 

5.1. Relevancy 

Two earlier studies conducted in 2013 form the basis of this research. One of the 

studies focused purely on the identification of quadrants of the Adaptive Cycle of 

Change within businesses. Eighty-six respondents have participated in this study 

(Lensker, 2013). This is primarily done through an online questionnaire. A set of 

statements were made, with 2 to 4 pre-given answers. The respondents had to distribute 

15 points over the answers, in turn corresponding to one of the four quadrants. Each 

statement focussed on a characteristic identified in literature (organizational climate, 

innovative capability, strategy, management and learning). The study concluded that 
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identification of the separate quadrants are (and can be) positively recognized within 

organizations. Besides constructing a method on how a phase can be identified within 

an organization, it actually resulted in a dataset containing detailed quantifiable facts on 

which further scrutiny was preferred. In other words, while Lensker’s results show that 

the identification of the relevant phases is possible, the obtained dataset promises more 

insight in what this actually means. Therefore this dataset and questionnaire will be 

used for this study to inform the data analysis and new interview protocols. 

Another relevant study was conducted by Kolka (2013). An extensive literature review 

was conducted, followed by a series of small case studies confirming a preliminary set 

of elements business should focus on concerning organizational adaptability. The 

results showed that innovation and organizational modularity are the top-tier aspects 

which determine an organization’s resilience, followed by curiosity and ambidexterity. 

This was in line with grounded theory concerning the Adaptive Cycle of Change. 

These results inform the interview protocol used in this study, and will lead the focus 

for a search towards generalizations about resilience 

5.2. Literature Review 

Preliminary and throughout the duration of the study, an extensive literature review has 

been conducted informing the issues concerning uncertainty and resilience. The review 

rapports the current state of research and provides means to find to identify, code and 

aggregate nascent attributes emerging in the field (Schlosser, 2007). Several titles were 

obvious choices, including the work of Gunderson and Holling (2002), Walker et al. 

(2004), Walker and Salt (2006), Abcouwer and Parson (2011), Heene (2002) and Taleb 

(2010, 2012). This will be complemented with an thorough search for further relevant 

classic and contemporary literature consisting of, but not limited to, for example: 

Kahneman (2011), Introna (1997), Thompson (1967), Beer (1984), Holling (1973), 

Keen (1981), Leavitt and March (1962), Child (1972) and de Vries and Huizing (2007). 

Google Scholar
6
 and the online university library

7
 as well as the literature already 

categorized and available on the website of the Adaptive Cycle
8
 (where the most recent 

work can be found) will be used as main source. The literature review will lead to a 

collection of principles which will be further modified into a preliminary framework 

that can inform the subsequent interviews. Most of the work can be found in the 

theoretical framework, but also profoundly underpins the data analysis and discussion 

section. 

5.3. Data Analysis 

In substantiating the theoretical framework provided by literature, an additional 

analysis of the dataset acquired by Lensker (2013) was conducted. This initial analysis 

focused on identification of phases among the inquired respondents, while the current 

analysis initially aimed at exploring the dynamics of these phases (the lemniscate 

shape) which embodies the Adaptive Cycle. 

The dataset consists of answers from 86 respondents, mostly managerial positions from 

companies ranging between 1 to over 5000 employees. These companies mainly cover 

                                                           
6
 http://scholar.google.com 

7
 http://lib.uva.nl 

8
 http://www.adaptivecycle.nl 
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governmental, service or manufacturing activities. The respondents filled a 

questionnaire containing 6 statements. For each statement, 15 points could be divided 

over 4 answers concerning the four quadrants of the Adaptive Cycle of Change. Each 

statement related to a theme related to organizational change, based on a literature 

review; innovative capability, organizational climate, strategy, learning, the 

environment and management. This resulted in a dataset of 1290 points divided over 

the four quadrants of the Adaptive Cycle of Change. 

All respondents were sorted by identification of phases: those which scored highest on 

a particular phase were grouped together. This resulted in 4 separate datasets, one for 

each phase within the Adaptive Cycle. The Equilibrium and Crisis phase showed the 

most respondents, 39 and 26 respectively, while the New Combinations and 

Entrepreneurship phases showed relatively insufficient identification: 14 and 7 

respectively. While these frequencies do not correspond with the frequencies as 

computed by Lensker, the overall trend of the distribution is equivalent (see Table 1 

and Appendix IV). 

Table 1: Dataset Distribution into Four Quadrants 

Equilibrium Crisis New Combinations Entrepreneurship 

39 26 14 7 

45,3% 30,2% 16,3% 8% 

 

After the identification each score belonging to one particular quadrant per statement 

was summarized. Because each participant was asked to score all four quadrants in 

each statement, this resulted in a distribution of scores among these four quadrants. See 

Appendix III for clarifying data. 

Hereafter, the data was ordered according to score and compared to the relevant phase 

score. For example, within the Crisis dataset, the score on Equilibrium is found at its 

lowest compared to the other two phases. All tables of this dataset can be found in 

Appendix III. 

5.4. Perspectives on the Dynamics of the Adaptive Cycle 

The statistical analysis, theoretical framework and the work on the relevancy 

framework (Kolka, 2013; Lensker, 2013) will lead to a set of perspectives concerning 

the dynamic elements of the Adaptive Cycle of Change. One could interpret this as a 

conceptual framework, describing the perspectives on the relevant quadrants and their 

dynamic relationship, classic and modern theories and a general overview of the basic 

principles of the Adaptive Cycle constituted in the anticipated lemniscate shaped 

embodiment. 

5.5. Interviews 

Due to nascent attributes of this research topic, interviews have been conducted to give 

a ‘rich’ (read: qualitative) data acquisition in order to substantiate the results found by 

earlier methods. Interviews are an effective method because of direct feedback on 

previous findings and its open ended characteristics (Hoepfl, 1997) which allows it to 

gain a certain breadth and depth when needed. Based on the earlier literature review 

and the data analysis, a semi-structured interview protocol is constructed to provide 

feedback on the findings and obtain relevant qualitative support on gathered data so far 
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to further refine the results. Interviewing respondents from previous year’s survey 

seems logical and was a primary course of action. The set was later supplemented with 

respondents with an IT consultancy background. It was anticipated that IT projects, 

regardless their intrinsic purpose or reason of initiation, commonly serve a role in both 

the right –and left side of the Adaptive Cycle, but not purposely during a diagonal 

transition. Therefore, an additional number of interviewees have been selected from 

available networks that concern only consultants from consultancy agencies focussing 

primarily on IT services. Being part of a various number of projects, consultants are 

considered to provide insight in light of the dynamics of the Adaptive Cycle of Change. 

All participants had jobs at a large governmental or commercial organization (>8000 

employees). 

A detailed list of interviewees can be found below. The participants who agreed to an 

interview were found within the networks of both the supervisor and author of this 

study. To properly satisfy internal validity, a portion of the participants would have to 

hold comparable positions. To find general patterns, a more diverse group of 

participants with IT related positions was required. This strategy leads to both 

sufficient breadth and depth (Hoepfl, 1997). Eventually, four out of eleven participants 

occupy an IT consultancy function, seven out of eleven hold a function which 1) 

involved project activities, and 2) was largely IT related. The interviews took between 

45 and 75 minutes to complete (with one exception). 

 

Interview 
Code 

Field Function Interview 
Date 

Duration Method 

INT1 IT Consultancy Consultant 06-06-2014 45 min. Face to Face 

INT2 Government Director Information Provisioning 13-06-2014 55 min. Face to Face 

INT3 Higher Education Director Administration Office 16-06-2014 50 min. Face to Face 

INT4 Telecom Portfolio Manager 16-06-2014 60 min. Face to Face 

INT5 Government Process Manager 17-06-2014 45 min. Face to Face 

INT6 Government Innovation Manager 19-07-2014 95 min. Face to Face 

INT7 Government Information Advisor 26-06-2014 75 min. Face to Face 

INT8 Higher Education Group Education and Research 

Services Manager 

26-06-2014 65 min. Face to Face 

INT9 IT Consultancy Consultant 26-06-2014 65 min. Face to Face 

INT10 IT Consultancy Consultant 11-07-2014 70 min. Face to Face 

INT11 Steel Industry Senior Business Consultant 25-07-2014 55 min. Telephone 

 

The interview protocol has been informed based upon the results from the literature 

study as well as the questionnaire used in the preceding studies (Kolka, 2013; Lensker, 

2013). The interviews itself informed the protocol, although no major changes were in 

effect. 

The interviews were structured in two parts: a more dialogue controlled part and a 

statements part. The dialogue part aimed to engage the interviewee as much as possible 

to talk about the concepts the guiding (follow-up) questions pointed at. This encourages 

participation and rapport and allows making a truer assessment of what the respondent 

really believes. It can be considered a semi-structured interview for the purpose of 

methodology, and had the possibility to differ in findings compared to other interviews. 

To prevent a totally dispersed dataset, a set of twenty-nine statements have been asked 

on which the interviewee had to answer yes, no, maybe or I don’t know. It was 

however allowed to nuance the answer, to yield maximum qualitative results and clear 
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up any misunderstandings (Maxwell, 2012). The interview protocol can be found in 

Appendix I. Any ‘hand on the door’ phenomenon that might have occurred has not 

been processed as official part of the result set. The interviews were held in Dutch and 

on location; in one instance it was conducted by telephone. One of the interviews 

(INT06) suffered from a recording malfunction, which resulted in the loss of the 

second half of the statement questions. 

The statements were categorized in four subjects, namely the four quadrants of the 

Adaptive Cycle of Change. The statements itself have been derived from earlier used 

statements in previous studies, the literature review and common sense. 

After summarizing the interviews from transcript and performing a member check by 

returning to the participants for confirmation, the interview data has been coded and 

grouped in themes according to common practice (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2011; 

McLellan et al., 2003). Most were predefined, namely phase recognition, 

revolt/remember, focus on change, crisis causes, crisis management, standardization & 

flexibility, importance of equilibrium, practical implications, manager types and layer 

of view ACoC. These have been complemented by bricolage, appreciation of ideas and 

system vs process later during the interview process. The codes went under a process of 

interpreting patterns into a theoretical model, in line with the themes and literature 

review. This resulted into a narrative closely paralleling reality (Hoepfl, 1997). The 

coding is performed using standard software, (MS Excel, Welsh, 2002). The codes can 

be found in Appendix II. 

5.6. Framework for Positioning 

From the theoretical framework, data analysis, interview results and case study analysis 

the Framework for Positioning will be constructed. It will provide an elaborate 

foundation on which further research, preferably within the third research segment 

(phase dynamics and generalization). Furthermore, the framework will form the general 

explanation of the dynamic nature of the Adaptive Cycle of Change. It can be found in 

the discussion section of this study. 

5.7. Parallel Studies 

Finally, three studies, parallel but independent and separate to this current study are 

conducted by colleague students, one at the University of Amsterdam, the other at a 

Dutch university of applied sciences, the last at a large consultancy organization. These 

relatively thorough studies will focus on related aspects of the Adaptive Cycle of 

Change, including its dynamics and retrospective / potential impact by describing and 

explaining recent events and assess the steps taken by organizations to guide the 

process in a positive direction. Although the studies are by no means a critical and 

clearly directed purpose within the bounds of this research, it does provide the 

opportunity to confirm or reject certain conclusions, which enhance the overall validity. 

Reading the other studies is therefore recommended in order to gain a broader 

understanding of the use, implications and dimensions of the Adaptive Cycle of 

Change. Following are short introductions to named studies: 
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5.7.1. Information Management and the Role of the CIO 

One of the studies focuses on the role of information management, and the role of the 

CIO in particular especially in relation to the individual quadrants of the Adaptive 

Cycle of Change. Competences are defined in terms of the Amsterdam Information 

Management Model (AIM) (Maes, 1999). 

5.7.2. Business Transformation and Organizational Resilience 

Another study was concerned with the question to what extend business transformation 

contributes to organizational resilience and adaptability in client organizations. The 

study concluded that resilience is by no means a known and standard concept among 

business analysts. In addition, business organizations initially concern themselves 

insufficiently with resilience. 

5.7.3. Case Study at a Dutch University of Applied Sciences. 

The third and last parallel study involves a thorough case study within a University of 

Applied Sciences located mostly in Amsterdam. The organization experienced a fair 

amount of turbulence and is an ideal candidate for such a study. The study’s main 

conclusion states that (traditional) management might recognize the New Combinations 

and Entrepreneurship quadrants, but do not concern themselves with the implications 

these phases bring with. It seems that businesses need Equilibrium and must stay away 

from a Crisis. The road towards Equilibrium is often seen as a ‘way back’, rather than 

looping through the lemniscate. 

  



24 

 

6. Data Analysis Results 

6.1. Hypotheses 

It was hypothesized that the data analysis would reveal a distribution similar to the 

matrix in Table 2. The proposed distribution was composed following qualitative 

results from the literature review. The plusses and minuses within the matrix depict a 

statistical significant difference relative to the other quadrant per row. The scores put in 

the matrix will be cumulative scores (per quadrant), averages and percentages. Note 

that columns in the matrix resemble the left/right division as discussed earlier. 

The hypothesis is proposed in line with earlier studies, and besides conforming to the 

theoretical framework, follows an intuitively logical distribution: 

 

Table 2: Hypothesized Score Distribution 

Hypothesized 

Cumulative Score 

Differences Equilibrium Crisis New Combinations Entrepreneurship 

Equilibrium  -/- +/- +/+ 

Crisis -/-  +/+ +/- 

New Combinations -/- +/+  +/- 

Entrepreneurship +/+ -/- +/-  

 

6.1.1. First row: Hypothesized Equilibrium 

Organizations residing in the Equilibrium phase are expected to score lowest on Crisis. 

Although an organization could be on the threshold toward the Crisis phase, it is highly 

likely the organization has no notion of this possibility (Taleb, 2010). The New 

Combination phase is considered scored poorly similarly as it is counterintuitive to 

recognize aspects expected in an uncertain situation during certain times. Scoring for 

the Entrepreneurship phase is expected to be highest, as it shares the movement 

characteristics of the fore-loop. 

6.1.2. Second row: Hypothesized Crisis 

Organizations identified in the Crisis phase are expected to score lowest on the 

Equilibrium quadrant. Notice the anticipated similarity between these two phases in 

relation to their scoring. It is expected that both phases are mutually exclusive to each 

other. In other words, it is impossible for an organization to reside in both Equilibrium 

and Crisis state. The Entrepreneurship phase, part of the fore-loop, is expected to be 

scored better or at least similarly as Equilibrium, both being part of the opposite 

movement. New Combinations, naturally following the Crisis phase and also part of 

the back-loop is considered scored second best. 

6.1.3. Third row: Hypothesized New Combinations 

The dataset showed that fewer organizations identified themselves to be in the New 

Combinations phase. It is expected to be easily mistaken for a Crisis situation (being 

part of the back-loop) or perhaps already underway towards Equilibrium, residing in an 
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Entrepreneurial environment. For this reason Equilibrium is anticipated scored lowest, 

followed by the Entrepreneurship quadrant. 

6.1.4. Fourth row: Hypothesized Entrepreneurship 

Like the New Combinations phase, the Entrepreneurship quadrant might be mistaken 

for its movement counter phase, Equilibrium. It is therefore expected that Equilibrium 

scores highest, followed by New Combinations (a phase which, just like vice versa, is 

just as vaguely identifiable as Entrepreneurship and therefore mistaken for the other) 

and lastly the Crisis phase. 

Following the above, there a tendency is recognizable towards two ‘main’ quadrants: 

the Equilibrium and Crisis phase. It is expected that because of its clear and contrasting 

characteristics, these phases are easier identified over their (perhaps falsely) 

underrepresented ‘movement-siblings’ Entrepreneurship and New Combination phases. 

6.2. Results 

6.2.1. Equilibrium 

From the 86 respondents, 33 positioned themselves in equilibrium phase (38%). It is 

noticeable that the Crisis phase scored lowest looking at both the cumulative values and 

average scores, followed by new combinations and entrepreneurship (in this sense, 

following path through the adaptive cycle). These scores match to the proposed scores 

and underlying arguments in Table 2. 

6.2.2. Crisis 

20 of the 86 respondents scored highest on the Crisis quadrant (23%). The scores 

shows a similar distribution to the previous quadrant, where Equilibrium scores lowest 

as opposite quadrant. The New Combinations phase, dealing with the aftermath of a 

Crisis, scores second-best. The score on Entrepreneurship is lowest. Again, this is 

according to the proposed hypothesis and earlier given argumentation. 

6.2.3. New Combinations 

14 of the 86 respondents scored highest on the New Combinations quadrant (16%). 

Because of this low amount, the score differences are relatively marginal and may not 

give a just representation of the nature of this phase. However, the scores do largely 

correspond with the hypothesized distribution. The difference between the score on the 

New Combinations phase and the other phases is significant. The scores on 

Entrepreneurship and Equilibrium do not correspond to the hypothesized distribution. It 

was expected that Entrepreneurship, being a more difficult recognizable phase, would 

score higher than Equilibrium, but the data shows otherwise. 

6.2.4. Entrepreneurship 

19 of the 86 respondents scored highest on the Entrepreneurship quadrant (22%). Again, 

the amount is fairly low to conclude anything significant, but the results do partly 

underpin the hypotheses. Noticeable is the difference in score between the Crisis and 

New Combinations quadrant. It was hypothesised that Crisis would score lowest 

because of better recognizable characteristics, but the data shows otherwise. 
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Table 3: Distribution of Scores among Phases 

Cumulative / 

Average Score 

Differences Equilibrium Crisis New Combinations Entrepreneurship 

Equilibrium 1016 / 43,5% 384 / 16,5% 422 / 18% 518 / 22% 

Crisis 210 / 13,4% 691 / 44,3% 394 / 25,3% 265 / 17% 

New Combinations 174 / 20,7% 191 / 22,7% 333 / 39,6% 142 / 17% 

Entrepreneurship 112 / 26,7% 80 / 19% 77 / 18,3% 151 / 36% 
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7. Interview results 

7.1. Phase Recognition 

As expected, interviewees anonymously recognized each cycle quadrant, and the cycle 

as a whole as a natural dynamic in organizational reality. In this regard, the effects of 

revolt and remember have been described with so many words (the concept itself was 

not necessarily known with the interviewees, but certain statements matched its 

description): 

“At our organization we have four or five management layers. What is 

determined at the top, arrives at the bottom half a year later.” – INT04 

“It is not only speed. The eminent translation from decision towards system 

design is often overlooked, resulting in impossible timeframes and such.” – 

INT07 

“A big part of the organization is in equilibrium, while certain staff and the areas 

around reside in Crisis, New Combination and Entrepreneurship phases.” – 

INT02 

This having said, interpretation of the model and its dynamics was divergent. 

Interviewees took perspectives ranging from abstract scenarios to clearly defined 

examples of projects, took the model’s lemniscate shape as organizational idiom or 

describe an experience according to the model’s axis and values. 

“There is a lot to be found in this model. You got the axes, but also the ‘can’ and 

‘want’ distribution. You can also map it on several aspects of an organization.” – 

INT08 

Some of the interviewees mentioned this phenomenon specifically. Some struggled 

with the multi-interpretable nature of the cycle, the two sides and its four quadrants. 

This led also to several explanations of the phases. For example, some described a 

crisis situation as thread to the existence of the organization, while others mentioned 

situations in which the organization faced ‘merely’ hard times. 

“The multi-interpretation of the model makes it difficult to map entities upon it. 

There is no implicit common divisor.” – INT11 

The Equilibrium phase is generally assumed to be the de-facto situation in which an 

organization can properly attain to its core business. In the case of governmental 

institutions, it is often a matter of providing services from a controlled environment if it 

wants to be successful. In commercial organizations it commonly means that core 

business is not disrupted. This automatically means that equilibrium is a phase that 

needs to be maintained. 

“Taking the organization as system, it is important that it returns to an 

equilibrium phase. You need it.” – INT02 

“For big organizations the core processes are most important. They cannot fail.” 

– INT04 

The Crisis phase is by far the most mentioned quadrant. The focus often returned 

towards crisis management, and is a main concern among the managers. Means to deal 

with the crisis (or prevent it) is a topic recurring during the dialogues. The Crisis 

quadrant is also the phase most open to interpretation. Some had clearly defined (but 
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mutually divergent) definitions of a crisis. This proved itself by certain explanations of 

a crisis, and individual assumptions of what a crisis would be. Others put question 

marks behind the definition. 

“Sometimes ‘crisis’ is a too heavy definition, while at the same time within your 

own perception it could invoke a crisis. There is a lot of polemic about this.” – 

INT03 

“Yes I do recognize the model within several areas. We also have measurable, 

specific levels, but we see that a ‘crisis’ is not properly defined.” – INT07 

Interviewees generally had a clearly defined set of reasons why their organizations 

would move towards a crisis, and often had ideas how to prevent or deal with this 

crisis. There is a general consensus on the idea that a crisis is commonly a result of 

external factors, be that competition, pressure from society, politics, the market or other 

influences. 

 

Both the New Combinations and Entrepreneurship quadrants have been recognized by 

words, but further elaboration on aspects or characteristics were scarce. Just like the 

Crisis quadrant, a definitive definition of these two phases did not emerge.  Statements 

concerning these phases often were in order to describe a way to “enable” or “move to” 

the Equilibrium quadrant. The New Combinations and Entrepreneurship phases have 

not been mentioned as desirable system state for the organization, only hinted: 

I also experienced the necessity to work in new ways, like reporting and the likes 

of that because everything changes. Sometimes this even leads to something we 

might call a paradigm shift. – INT05 

An organization is an organic entity. It becomes complex when dealing with 

components and their relationships. – INT10 

Management says more space is needed for entrepreneurship and passion for 

profession, but it never happens. – INT06 

In relation to capacity problems you need to think about new constructions, new 

networks. – INT07 

7.2. Interview Statement Scores 

For the purposes of comparing whether quadrant characteristics between interviewees, 

a set of twenty-nine statements had been presented on which yes, no or maybe/I don’t 

know could be answered. The answers yielded no equivocal data. As can be seen in 

Table 4, answers were widespread. Only a few statements showed consistent yes or 

no’s. On many of the statements a nuancing answer was provided by the interviewees. 

Definitive yes or no answers have been scarce. A full table of answers can be found in 

Appendix II. 
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Table 4: Interview Statement Scores 

Statement 
Nr. 

Quadrant # Yes # No Difference 

L1 Entrepreneurship 6 3 3 

L2 Entrepreneurship 3 7 4 

L3 Entrepreneurship 4 7 3 

L4 Entrepreneurship 3 7 4 

L5 Entrepreneurship 5 4 1 

L6 Entrepreneurship 10 1 9 

L7 Equilibrium 7 2 5 

L8 Equilibrium 4 5 1 

L9 Equilibrium 3 5 2 

L10 Equilibrium 7 2 5 

L11 Equilibrium 4 5 1 

L12 Equilibrium 1 8 7 

LT1 En  Eq 8 3 5 

LT2 En  Eq 3 7 4 

LT3 Eq  Cr 7 3 4 

R1 Crisis 8 2 6 

R2 Crisis 8 1 7 

R3 Crisis 7 1 6 

R4 Crisis 3 6 3 

R5 Crisis 7 3 4 

R6 Crisis 8 0 8 

R7 New Combinations 6 2 4 

R8 New Combinations 3 5 2 

R9 New Combinations 9 1 8 

R10 New Combinations 9 0 9 

R11 New Combinations 7 1 6 

R12 New Combinations 7 2 5 

RT1 Cr  Nc 8 1 7 

RT2 Nc  En 8 1 7 

   Average difference of 4,76 

 

7.3. Emphasis on Resilience 

Overall, resilience was no specific recurring subject during both the dialogue and 

statements parts of the interview sessions. Both the Entrepreneurship and New 

Combinations phases were appointed scarcely, and often only in regard to solving a 

Crisis situation or establishing Equilibrium. Although the concept of resilience was 

recognized, deliberate implications or practices concerning the awareness or 

application of resilience was non-existent. This does not mean however, that certain 

statements made by the interviewees do not belong to a resilience-centred mind-set. 

“People don’t want to hear that you live in a chaos. If you believe what I believe, 

you are already happy when small structures exist within this chaos. Life is 

organic, but many people cannot cope with this reality. This leads to decisions 



30 

 

which are counterproductive and a contradiction to what they really want.” – 

INT06 

Bricoleurs –persons who improvise where needed en reside in uncertainty – has been a 

subject during some of the interviews. The interviews show that these persons often 

stand up when needed, acting creatively and able to bring new ideas to the table. They 

can be found everywhere in the organization: in management, in the field, or at a 

designated area such as a research department. However, those interviewees who 

mentioned bricolage as part of their organization described it as a phenomenon 

occurring during or after a crisis; the moments when improvisation could be expected 

most. As such, bricolage is not appointed as a necessary organizational asset when 

dealing with periods with little turbulence. 

“Some people are able to improvise, have the guts and knowledge to deal with 

certain situations. They can handle the chaos.” – INT06 

“Then the men and women who are strong against uncertainty get to work and 

things settle again.” – INT02 

“In New Combinations we have the people who see the world differently and are 

able to build something very quickly. They bring new perspectives.” – INT05 

Although the duality of flexibility and Equilibrium was recognized and discussed in 

certain extend, the effects of Equilibrium on organizational resilience were scarcely 

addressed. In a few instances it was recognized what effects common equilibrium 

factors have on resilience: 

“Hierarchy slows the possibilities bricoleurs are able to facilitate.” – INT06 

“There are certain people who reside in equilibrium who think that they can halt 

natural developments occurring within the community” – INT06 

“The power of the model lies in its junction, in combination with the manager’s 

ambidexterity. Or at least the availability of the right management competences” 

– INT10 

7.4. Focus on Change 

The movement from Entrepreneurship towards Equilibrium was often mentioned. It is 

the left side of the model, and the characteristics (focus on efficiency, standardization, 

shaping new processes) have been elaborated upon more than once. Likewise, the 

movement from Crisis towards New Combinations has had its share. Although the 

focus after a crisis is towards the establishment of Equilibrium, the interviewees 

commonly described a situation in which certain aspects of the organization need 

change. Appointing the diagonal transitions (New Combinations towards 

Entrepreneurship and Equilibrium towards Crisis) has been noticeably absent. The 

appearance of a Crisis was a common subject, but the road towards it was not.  

 “I also experienced the necessity to work in new ways, like reporting and the 

likes of that because everything changes. Sometimes this even leads to something 

we might call a paradigm shift.” – INT05 

“Would you not prepare, you would face a Crisis and not have the time to deal 

with it. That is the reason you always try to work forwards.” – INT03 
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“Often space is totally removed from a system, which means there is no room for 

innovation.” – INT05 

“Sometimes you have to reevaluate. Determine what your goal is. Producing 

products, or maybe effectuating a certain movement in society. This leads to 

doing things differently.” – INT05 

7.5. Standardization & Flexibility 

A relative large number of interviewees mentioned that standardization is the key 

towards successful adaptability. Factors playing parts in this approach were good 

leadership, high(er) quality information provisioning,  

“‘Good’ leadership is necessary to keep flexibility amidst structure.” – INT08 

“Being flexible and standardize is difficult. However, information provision and 

good management are important factors.” – INT11 

In addition, a common answer on how to facilitate this adaptability (or flexibility) 

while keeping a focus on standardization was “modularity”. 

“That is why I say you need to standardize on the data layer. You can reside in 

Equilibrium, but when you use slightly different definitions you keep returning to 

a crisis.” – INT02 

While some interviewees had a clear idea how to accomplish this kind of flexibility, the 

exact implementation of modularity was considered either a difficult task or nearly 

impossible, and prone to failure. 

“Everything must be broken into manageable pieces. We make it complex.”- 

INT08 

“By making choices based on where stability is absolutely eminent, flexibility 

can be provided.” – INT02 

“My solution, which is possibly not the best, lies in modularity.” – INT06 

“To think about New Combinations, to give a form on this, you have to 

remember that it seems easy to build modules, but it takes a lot of effort to design 

it.” – INT02 

In this light, the Equilibrium phase is considered important, and is often mentioned as a 

goal for an organization to be or become. Because of the support-function IT in many 

cases has, standardization in order to provide a stable base of control is considered 

important. In addition, the idea of living in a chaotic situation is deemed inappropriate 

because few people would be able to cope with it. It thus is necessary to abide in a 

stable environment. 

“The focus lies on support. This means standardizing as much as possible.” – 

INT03 

“Often you get hired to realize something in within a small amount of time to get 

the organization back to a status-quo.” – INT09 

“For big organizations the core processes are eminent. They cannot fail.” – 

INT04 
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Other reasons which vote in favor of standardization are mentioned, like cost-

effectiveness and the need of a stable set of core processes. In the light of these factors, 

and the fact that large organizations need to deal with the cumbersomeness of their 

nature, Equilibrium is appointed as an imperative state. 

7.6. Interpretability of the model 

Although the model as a concept was recognized anonymously, views where 

widespread concerning its applicability, practicality, generalizability and dynamics. 

“The multi-interpretation of the model makes it difficult to map entities upon it. 

There is no implicit common divisor.” – INT11 

Answers to the asked questions were all made from different contexts, i.e., project level 

(both single projects and at portfolio level), the organization as a whole, personal 

experiences and department level. Explanations of dynamics were either given as 

distinct concrete cases or at various abstract levels. Also, the recursive nature of the 

Adaptive Cycle of Change and the related effects of revolt and remember were 

described differently; e.g., in either narrative form or phase-by-phase illustrations. 

“It is also recognizable that the cycle synchronizes at department and personal 

level. Or at least, that would be desirable.” – INT04 

“All these people also reside in a personal crisis, within the larger, organizational, 

crisis.” – INT06 

“It is also recognizable on several layers.” – INT07 

“Interpretation often depends on what kind of abstraction level you think. 

Sometimes a manager says everything is clear, while on other levels they have 

marginalia.” – INT04 

“Sometimes ‘crisis’ is a too heavy definition, while at the same time within your 

own perception it could invoke a crisis. There is a lot of polemic about this.” – 

INT03 

Some interviewees point out that the model is very generic, which makes it difficult to 

properly class an entity (i.e., project, organization, department) in a quadrant, side or 

transition of the model. 

7.7. Role of Information Systems 

Most interviewees consider information technology and information systems an 

important part of acquiring organizational goals. Be that through technological 

innovation, standardization through IT or obtaining better risk management through 

better information provisioning. IT is also a reason for crises. Misusing systems, faulty 

implementation of information systems and legacy systems lead to all kind of 

problems, which are deemed difficult to overcome, especially considering flexibility or 

organizational resilience. 

“Often space is totally removed from a system, which means there is no room for 

innovation.” – INT05 

 “Thinking in systems”, opposed to “thinking in processes” is mentioned as a reality, 

but a bad development. It happens often when system requirements are analyzed or 
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politics impose a new law which needs to be translated to system design as fast as 

possible. 

“I try to think and communicate in ‘systems’ as least as possible. Rather in 

‘processes’, and why you would want to improve it.” – INT03 

“Systems are fixed, which means it is a real threat to make any changes. It is not 

designed to cope with the dynamics of laws and regulations.” – INT05 

“Legislation does not necessarily lead to a practical adjustment of a system. It is 

often contrary to earlier developments.” – INT09 

While overall better information provisioning is considered a good think, enabling 

making better managerial decisions, it is at the same time mentioned multiple times 

that systems do not have the ability to really make decisions better. It is assumed that 

decisions might improve, but the overall quality of a decision is based on human 

factors like gut feeling. 

 “Systems do not have the flexibility to significantly affect decision making” – 

INT06 

“Being flexible ánd standardize is difficult. However, information provision and 

good management are important factors.” – INT11 
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8. Discussion 

This discussion section will follow a logical order of narrative, based on the research 

framework as depicted in Figure 5. The hypothesis outlined earlier and initially 

explored using the dataset will be further elaborated on, applying the interview and 

case analysis results to ultimately construct a framework for the positioning phase. In 

whole, this answers the first research question: “What is the dynamic nature of the 

Adaptive Cycle of Change within Organization Theory?” 

8.1. Framework for Positioning 

What immediately emerges from both the data analysis and the interview data, is the 

clear distinction between the fore-loop and the back-loop as described (Gunderson & 

Holling, 2002, pp. 47-49) and Walker and Salt (2006, p. 81) There are two main 

movements within the Adaptive Cycle: a movement of development (certainty, 

conservation, stability) and a movement of reorganization (crisis, uncertainty, 

exploration). The Equilibrium and Entrepreneurship phases both belong to the 

movement of development (the fore-loop), the Crisis and New Combinations phases 

belong to the movement of reorganization (back-loop). 

The data analysis shows that within these two major movements, the Equilibrium and 

Crisis movement are easily recognized and identified as they have distinct 

characteristics. The interview results substantiate this phenomenon. We henceforth call 

these two quadrants ‘State Phases’, as managers would identify these quadrants as 

clearly recognizable and definitively determine an organization’s overall ethos. 

The Entrepreneurship and New Combinations phases are rarely recognized. They have 

no distinct characteristics and may not have common similarities between 

organizations (or other entities for that matter). These we henceforth call ‘Process 

Phases’, as they constitute mainly a process towards or from a State Phase. This would 

explain why there is a relatively low amount of respondents who identified their 

organization to reside in these two phases, and why the differences between the average 

scores within these phases are smaller. This especially counts for the Entrepreneurship-

row in the matrix, where the differences between the cumulative and average scores are 

significantly smaller than the rest of the phases. 

8.1.1. Movements 

Overall, the data analysis corresponds to the idea of two movements, and therefore 

substantiates the concept of the Adaptive Cycle of Change in its current shape. For 

example, the matrix clearly shows the affinity between the two phases belonging to a 

particular movement. Within the development movement, the scores on 

Entrepreneurship and Equilibrium are always scored second-to-best. This also counts 

for the reorganization movement. The following table (Table 5) highlights this 

phenomenon in yellow. 

We can easily discover more consistencies. The relation between state-phase scores and 

process-phase scores show regularities. It seems that the score on the opposing state 

phase (Equilibrium to Crisis and vice-versa) always score lowest. This is indicated in 

red in the matrix. So, when an organization resides in the Crisis phase, the score on 

Equilibrium will always be at a minimum. Similarly, when an organization is stable, 

the score on the Crisis quadrant is at its lowest. Remarkably, this also seems to count 
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for the Process-phase cases. An organization that identified a Process-phase as phase 

where it resides in, always scored lowest on the opposite process phase. So, an 

organization identified in Entrepreneurship, scores lowest on New Combinations. This 

is also depicted in red in the above matrix. 

Furthermore, it seems that the opposing phase within the opposing movement always 

has the middle score. This means that an organization residing in the Crisis quadrant 

scores Entrepreneurship as second-worst (after Equilibrium). Similarly, an organization 

identified in the Entrepreneurship quadrant scores Crisis as second-worst (after New 

Combinations). This is a logical effect, as it is the phase not belonging to the same 

movement, but does not directly oppose the same phase relation. This is depicted in 

orange in the matrix below. 

 

Table 5: Recognizable Patterns among Phases 

Cumulative / 
Average Score 

Differences Equilibrium Crisis New Combinations Entrepreneurship 

Equilibrium 1016 / 43,5% 384 / 16,5% 422 / 18% 518 / 22% 

Crisis 210 / 13,4% 691 / 44,3% 394 / 25,3% 265 / 17% 

New Combinations 174 / 20,7% 191 / 22,7% 333 / 39,6% 142 / 17% 

Entrepreneurship 112 / 26,7% 80 / 19% 77 / 18,3% 151 / 36% 

 

8.1.1. Score model 

Based on the previous remarks, the model below (Table 6) emerges wherein, based on 

the scores, it can easily be determined what the relation is between each phase. This 

regularity can easily be recognized in the coloured matrix above and provides the 

means to explain and predict the relation between phases of the Adaptive Cycle. This 

idea clearly suggests and substantiates the dynamics and shape of the lemniscate model 

that embodies the Adaptive Cycle. 

So for example, an organization which scored highest on New Combination will 

probably have scored best on its movement sibling, which is the Crisis quadrant. The 

lowest score will belong to the phase sibling. New Combination is a process-phase, so 

the lowest score will belong to the Entrepreneurship quadrant. The score that is left, the 

middle score, will most likely be the quadrant of the opposing phase, in the opposing 

movement, which is the Equilibrium quadrant. 

 

Table 6: Score model 

Score Recognized Quadrant 

Highest score Identified Residing Phase 

Second – best Movement Sibling 

Middle score Opposing movement, Opposing phase 

Lowest score Phase sibling 

 

However, it seems that overall, individual participant scores do not comply with this 

score model. An obvious reason might be that while aggregate scores show a fairly 

reliable generalizable pattern, a ‘mere’ six statements is not exhaustive enough to give 
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a justified score implying anything substantial about the participant’s organization. 

Data can be found in Appendix III. 

8.2. The Manager’s Blind Spots 

As for now, the low scores identified in the process-phases suggest blind spots in a 

manager’s control. What do these phases have in common? 

 

The New Combinations phase, as well as the Entrepreneurship phase both shows a 

tendency towards a high resilience (or antifragility) level. Because both phases suffer 

(or benefit) from a fair deal of uncertainty, the organization needs a thriving resilience 

level or risks going out of business. Interestingly, while an organization’s ultimate 

imperative should be maintaining a high level of resilience, both quantitative and 

interview results points towards a lack of resilience (or at least lack of awareness of 

resilience) in the two State Phases. 

This brings us back to the original layout of the four quadrants in the Adaptive Cycle of 

Resilience as described by Gunderson and Holling (2002) (see figure 4). Resilience is 

high – or at least increasing – in the two process phase equivalents ‘reorganization’ and 

‘exploitation’, while it is low – or at least decreasing – in the two state phase 

equivalents ‘conservation’ and ‘release’. This suggests that managers are unable to 

recognize (the necessity of) resilience in their organization. How can this phenomenon 

be explained? 

8.3. Resilience Characteristics 

A pragmatic answer is easy to formulate, and is exactly what interview results indicate: 

the levels of uncertainty and risk found in the phases other than Equilibrium have a 

negative effect on the organization. The New Combinations phase is a phase in which 

choices need to be made, and fast. It is a phase which in real life can easily be 

recognized as part of the Crisis phase. Entrepreneurship on the other hand, can easily 

be mistaken as Equilibrium when the organization deals positively with the chances 

and choices it works with. In other words, the organization does not feel right when nog 

in Equilibrium; uncertainty leads to unease. The Crisis phase, on the other hand, is 

dominated with uncertainty, and often marks a distinct period of organizational malaise 

which may not be forgotten very easily. 

Literature (work by Nicholas Taleb in particular) indorses this idea. The concept of 

diminishing antifragility that is called Fragilization or ‘Fragilizating Interventionism’ 

seems a practice also emerging from the interviews. Instances and actions generally 

responsible for these interventions are, for example, dominating governments and 

bureaucratic top-down management, pressure from society or other third parties. Indeed, 

the parties commonly considered a general cause for Crisis. In addition, in order to 

prevent such a crisis, most traditional managers seem to get concerned with (even 

more) sophisticated and complicated models to predict them. Taleb (2012) stresses here 

that less is more: the discourse has to move to resilience instead of strained attempts to 

control the system more and more. 

Another factor that affects organizational resilience is the idea of sacrifice. In order to 

be resilient, be antifragile, the whole needs sacrifices of the smaller. In organizational 

context, this is a concept is not very easy to achieve. What needs to be sacrificed, and 
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what managerial decisions come with sacrifices? Again, the allegorical connection 

from ecology is easily made, but seems difficult to effectuate in organizational practice. 

8.4. Practical Implications 

From a non-academic stance, all interviewees have been asked what the practical 

usability of the Adaptive Cycle of Change would be. The model prominently being an 

academic tool, most interviewees indicated that it was first and foremost a tool to 

discuss in what quadrant an organization, project or process resides, and what that 

might mean for the future. 

Global awareness of the model throughout the organization as a whole was not 

considered to yield significant benefits. Some interviewees doubted whether certain 

parts of an organization would understand the mechanics of the model. 

8.5. Role of Information Systems 

The secondary question of this study was “What is the role of Information Systems 

within the dynamics of the Adaptive Cycle of Change?” Information Systems and IT in 

general have a conflicting effect on the dynamics within organizations. It is the aim of 

organizations to position information systems to make better decisions, while at the 

same time it causes issues on various levels. Standardization and effectiveness is often 

sought through IT, as is adaptability and flexibility. A real answer to this contradiction 

is not yet found, but it is argued to search in the direction of modularity. Although 

modularity and generative structures have been mentioned before as possible fostering 

organizational change (Avital, 2007; Swanson & Ramiller, 1997), the ubiquitous nature 

of IT makes it an increasing factor on every layer of the organization, and it seems that 

it is both a bane and an answer to organizational resilience. However, some might 

argue that IT is not the dominant factor; creativity, bricolage, passion and other human 

factors might play a far bigger role. 

8.6. Cube of Resilience 

Although the practical implications within the organization are not obvious (again, the 

model is after all academic), the results of this study demand a renewed, refreshed 

visualization of the Adaptive Cycle of Change. It can support further research in this 

field, and make analysing the dynamics and values of the model easier, potentially 

raising it to a new level. 

The foundation of this research can be found in the two Adaptive Cycles as discussed 

in the theoretical framework; the Adaptive Cycle of Resilience and the Adaptive Cycle 

of Change. A remark was made earlier, mentioning the discrepancy between the 

models. To dissolve this discrepancy and propose a framework with which future 

research might benefit, the “Cube of Resilience” is proposed. 

Although no official part of this study and by no means exhaustive, the gathered data 

discussed so far gives us sufficient material to propose an extension for the Adaptive 

Cycle of Change and Adaptive Cycle of Resilience by adding organizational resilience 

(or antifragility) as third dimension (or, rather map the two Adaptive Cycles onto each 

other). This consequently closely resembles the properties of the three-dimensional 

version of the Adaptive Cycle of Resilience as can be seen in Figure 1. The attentive 

reader may already have noticed that mapping the ‘resilience’ property onto the 
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Adaptive Cycle of Change is easier said than done. The difference in properties 

between the initial model described by Gunderson and Holling and the model of 

Abcouwer and Parson makes it visually impossible (or at least very cumbersome) to 

comprehensively include resilience. 

Although the two models are not identical in their appearance, they are actually 

different representations of the same construction. Would one turn around the three 

dimensional model of Gunderson and Holling the right way, it would show the model 

as described by Abcouwer and Parson. Figure 6 below shows the three dimensional 

version of Adaptive Cycle of Resilience (the old, and the digital model). 

 

Figure 7 below shows the two dimensional model of the Adaptive Cycle of Change 

(the old, and the digital model). Note that the digital versions have no axis values as of 

yet; the model is still under development during time of printing this study. 

 

  

Figure 6: The Adaptive Cycle of Resilience (renewed) 

Figure 7: The Adaptive Cycle of Change (renewed) 
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The next step is incorporating the Adaptive Cycle of Change into the Adaptive Cycle 

of Resilience. The resulting, very interesting model can be seen in figure 8: 

The observant reader might notice the discrepancy here: the absence of axis hides the 

fact that the Adaptive Cycle of Change is in fact shown upside-down in Figure 8. This 

means that the figure needs to be rotated 180 degrees to get a correct version of the 

Adaptive Cycle of Change, as in Figure 9: 

Figure 8: Adaptive Cycles in One Model 

Figure 9: Adaptive Cycle of Change Rotated 



40 

 

Of course, that results in a sideways depiction of the model. This how complicated it is 

to comprehensively demonstrate the both models, with all appropriate consecutive 

dynamics and properties. How the can and want properties of the Adaptive Cycle of 

Change relate to the Connectedness, Potential and Resilience properties of the 

Adaptive Cycle of Resilience is now visualized. 

 

As stated earlier, the depictions of the digital version are taken from a three 

dimensional model currently still in development, which makes it difficult to properly 

demonstrate the new visualization. It will however be constantly updated and published 

in a later stadium, in combinations with functionality that will enable observers to 

study its variables, axis and possible representations. Publishing will be online, on or 

via the official site of the Adaptive Cycle of Change
9
. 

8.7. Further Research 

This study forms the foundation for further research, preferably within the next 

segment of the here proposed Adaptive Cycle research framework, the phase dynamics 

and generalization segment. It is the research segment where the generalizability of the 

Adaptive Cycle of Change should be explored further. Because of its ubiquitous nature, 

a multitude of circumjacent subjects could be named. The next few are but a selection 

of many: 

8.7.1. The Meaning of Resilience 

The prominent property of the Adaptive Cycle of Change is Resilience. It seems a 

subject not yet understood, especially by those who could benefit the most: the 

managers. Awareness of resilience, within large organization in particular, could have 

significant impact on decision making, risk management, crisis management and other 

disciplines. However, substantial research is needed to raise it beyond ideas as ‘luck’, 

‘murphy’s law’, ‘uncertainty’ or ‘ignorance’. 

8.7.2. Organizational Meaning of Cycle Properties 

As of yet, it is not clear what ‘potential’, ‘connectedness’ and ‘resilience’ really mean 

within organizational context. No values or means of measurements exist within the 

boundaries of the Adaptive Cycle of Change. Gaining a better understanding of these 

values might benefit the implications of cycle phases, transitions and possible crises. 

8.7.3. The Impact of Information Technology 

This study showed that information technology plays a significant role within the 

dynamics of the Adaptive Cycle of Change, but has by no means an exclusive impact. 

A study exclusively focussing on the impact of IT might show more elaborate insight 

in what implications it brings, and where. A possible question might be: how can IT 

properly be deployed to positively impact organizational resilience? 

                                                           
9
 http://www.adaptivecycle.nl 
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8.8. Strengths and Limitations 

Most of this study’s shortcomings are due to time and resource limitations, as well as 

the relatively new field of research. Despite the cross analysis and triangulation the 

research model (see Figure 5) provided, some irregularities and imperfections were 

inevitable. The exploratory nature of this research provided a thorough overview of the 

dynamics of the Adaptive Cycle of Change on many levels and areas, but could 

consequently give little attention on these matters. 

8.8.1. Construct Validity 

Construct validity deals with the appropriateness of an inference on a certain construct, 

or whether operational measures are correctly identified for the studied concepts 

(Gregory, 2004; Yin, 2009). An extensive literature review in combination with the 

triangulating methods and cross analysis of elements of the Adaptive Cycle of Change 

makes the concepts used to study elaborate and clear enough to obtain reasonable 

construct validity. Of course, we have to abide by the fact that “no criterion or universe 

of content is accepted as entirely adequate to define the quality to be measured” 

(Cronbach & Meehl, 1955). 

8.8.2. Internal Validity 

Internal validity is concerned whether a test actually determined an outcome of a 

variable. To find out whether a relationship is actually a causal relationship was no 

easy task. The ubiquitous nature of the Adaptive Cycle of Change and its seemingly 

unlimited ways to interpret on different levels and areas makes it difficult to determine 

the studied constructs. Interpretation of both the dataset and interviews has been done 

taking all common validity measures into account. This does however not mean that 

internal validity is guaranteed. This influenced the outcomes of this research, as it has 

taken this largely into account and only made hard inferences on evident matters. As 

covered in the ‘further research’ section, more studies are needed to solidify the 

concept of the Adaptive Cycle of Change and its implications on resilience. On a last 

note, the exploratory nature of this research makes internal validity less important, as 

the field of organization theory ís a highly complex and organic matter. Therefore, 

finding causal relationship is not the core purpose; finding (common) interpretations 

and implications of a model within the context of organizations is. 

8.8.3. External Validity 

Constructing a ‘framework’ on which further research on the Adaptive Cycle of 

Change could be built was a main purpose of this study. It is found that finding 

generalizations of (layers of) the model is a point at the horizon, but we are not there 

yet. Combining findings of the dataset and the specific structure of the interview was a 

step towards external validity. However, only eleven participants have taken part in the 

interviews, and the generic questions concerning the four quadrants of the cycle 

(generic themselves) makes it obviously impossible to conclude a definitive statement 

concerning all organizations, managers, projects or other entities. However, the fact 

that there is such a wide variety of interpretations and layers to the model is a 

conclusion of its own, and is definitively generalizable. In addition, the fact that the 

concept of resilience is not a common definition among managers is a conclusion 
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which could be safely made. For the purposes and conclusions of this study, the 

external validity is found reasonable. 

This does not mean however, that a larger amount of interviewees would not have 

improved external validity. As eleven interviews could not a definitive answer on the 

covered items, it would be very interesting to see at which number it would. Also, a 

survey concerning more specific topics, answered by more respondents would 

obviously have a positive impact on the generalizability. 

8.8.4. Reliability 

Reliability deals with the repeatability of a study, obtaining similar results. 

Documentation is a major factor, although reliability is a difficult factor in flexible 

research designs (Robson, 1997).  

However, this document contributes to the reliability of this study. The sufficiently 

documented procedures and results make the study repeatable to such extent that 

similar results might be obtained. This is not guaranteed however, and the conduction 

of an exact study would be interesting although obsolete; research building forth is 

deemed more effective. 

9. Conclusion 

 

This study took an attempt in elevating the understanding of the dynamics of the 

Adaptive Cycle of Change, and what role resilience and uncertainty have within its 

context. The research is conducted through a literature review, data analysis (from an 

existing dataset) and interviews. 

It  

Organizational resilience is a relatively unknown phenomenon within organizations, as 

is its potential within context of business continuity. 

All organizations are considered to move through the Adaptive Cycle of Change, 

eventually facing a Crisis and attempting to return to an Equilibrium state. While the 

process of New Combinations and Entrepreneurship phases are recognized, they are 

considered to be a means to regain the status-quo; not an end in itself. Reasons that 

emerged in this study are the size of the organization (large organizations find it 

difficult to keep flexible, for instance), blind spots of the traditional manager (only 

focusing on Equilibrium and the prevention of a Crisis), the aversion against change in 

general and the assumptive side effects resilience has (e.g., uncertainty, higher risks, 

constant vigilance, need for improvisation). 

The role of information systems (and IT in general) is increasing as it continues to 

intertwine with the business. Information systems are believed to be an important factor 

in decision making and effectuating standardization throughout the organization. In this 

light, for organizations to realize sufficient adaptability while keeping a certain 

structured base is considered a challenge yet to overcome. 

In conclusion, this study offers a foundation for further research on the Adaptive Cycle 

of Change and its implications within organization theory. Although prominently an 

academic tool, the “Cube of Resilience” can provide a better insight in the dynamics of 

the cycle, its component parts and variables. 
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Lastly, it seems that the opening citation of this document should be an inspiration for 

every manager: appreciating the epochal dynamic of true and thorough change. 
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Appendix II: Interview Protocol 

Interview Doel 

Interviewvragen betreffen projecten en ervaringen uit het verleden, waarbij de 

interviewee betrokken is geweest.. Interviewdata wordt discreet behandeld en anoniem 

verwerkt. Opnames worden na transcribreren vernietigd. Het interview betreft in 

principe geen individuele projectresultaten (tenzij de geinterviewde hier zelf op in gaat), 

alleen aggregaten en generieke implicaties. 

Het doel van het interview betreft de identificatie van awareness van de twee 

bewegingen binnen de Adaptive Cycle of Change (zie onderstaand figuur). Speciale 

aandacht gaat uit naar organisationele weerbaarheid (resilience of antifragility) en de 

impact van informatiesystemen –en projecten 

 

 

Inleidende vragen 

I1. Waar werkt u en wat is uw functie? 

I2. Heeft u ervaring met IT-gerelateerde projecten? 

I3. Heeft u al enige kennis van de Adaptive Cycle of Change? 
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Algemene Onderwerpen 

I. Herkenning van het model 

a. Voorbeeld van de werking 

b. Interpretatie van het model 

II. Bewustzijn resilience / weerbaarheid van een organisatie 

III. Focus op ontstaan / bestrijden van de Crisis fase 

IV. Standaardizatie / Flexibiliteit dilemma 

V. Rol van techniek / informatiesystemen 

VI. Praktische implicaties van het model 

Statements: Exploitatieve Projecten 

Q1. [identificatie van zowel de fore-loop/development movement en process 

phase ‘entrepreneurship’] Kunt u aangeven in hoeverre de volgende 

statements kloppen in relatie tot de exploitatieve projecten? 

L1 De projecten waren duidelijk gedefinieerd in termen van scope en kosten. YES/NO 

L2 De projecten waren voornamelijk simpel en stabiel; weinig verassingen  YES/NO 

L3 Keuzes binnen de projecten waren vaak voordehand liggend en onbetwist YES/NO 

L4 Het verloop van de projecten waren stabiel en voorspelbaar YES/NO 

L5 Visies en doelen, evenals oorzaak/gevolg effecten waren voorspelbaar YES/NO 

L6 Projecten hadden voornamelijk het doel om veranderingen te realiseren met 

betrekking tot efficiency of exploitatie van bestaande business activiteiten. 

YES/NO 

L7 Het opbrengen van nieuwe ideeën of visies werd niet per se aangemoedigd YES/NO 

L8 De meeste projectomgevingen waren niet perse complex, maar wel degelijk 

ingewikkeld 

YES/NO 

L9 Projecten hadden onder andere als doel om nieuwe ‘gebieden’ te verkennen  YES/NO 

L10 Projecten gaven de mogelijkheid om de organisatie nieuwe inzichten te leren, 

en nieuwe standaarden te introduceren. 

YES/NO 

L11 Alhoewel de projecten wel degelijk (incrementele) verandering met zich 

meebrachten, hadden geen van de projecten een significante verandering ten 

doel. 

YES/NO 

L12 Innovatie was een centraal doel voor de meeste projecten. YES/NO 

 

Q2. [identificatie van projecteffecten] Herkent u de volgende mogelijke effecten 

van uitgevoerde projecten? 

LT1 Het project waarborgde stabiliteit en bracht slechts incrementele verandering 

met zich mee. Tijdens en na het project was het uitvoeren van basistaken van 

het bedrijf niet in het geding. 

YES/NO 

LT2 Het project had aanzienlijke impact wat betreft innovatie, en het bedrijf 

veranderde dienovereenkomstig. 

YES/NO 

LT3 Het project veroorzaakte een crisis (op wat voor niveau dan ook). Dit had 

meerdere redenen kunnen hebben, zowel bedoeld als onbedoeld. Het bracht 

onoverkomelijke verandering met zich mee. 

YES/NO 
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Statements: Exploratieve Projecten 

Q3. [identificatie van zowel back-loop/reorganization movement en process 

phase ‘new combinations’] Kunt u aangeven in hoeverre de volgende 

statements kloppen in relatie tot de exploratieve projecten? 

R1 Projecten hadden een duidelijke focus op het voorkomen van (meer) negatieve 

impact.  

YES/NO 

R2 Projecten waren essentieel voor het voortbestaan van de organisatie. YES/NO 

R3 Het maken van een beslissing was lastig, en kwam soms neer op onderbuik 

gevoel en lef van de manager. 

YES/NO 

R4 Projecten hadden een uniek karakter, en stonden in het teken van vrijheid en 

gedwongen innovatie 

YES/NO 

R5 Effecten en impact van het project waren moeilijk of niet voorspelbaar YES/NO 

R6 Het was bekend dat systeem vereisten konden veranderen tijdens het verloop 

van het project. 

YES/NO 

R7 De meeste projecten hadden ten doel een goede basis te vormen om 

toekomstige verandering te waarborgen. 

YES/NO 

R8 Innovatie was dermate belangrijk, dat het leidde tot een overdaad aan nieuwe 

ideeën. 

YES/NO 

R9 Beslissingen maken betekende compromis sluiten; dilemma’s waren aan de 

orde van de dag. 

YES/NO 

R10 Risico’s nemen was onderdeel van het project. YES/NO 

R11 “het goede antwoord weten” was lastig, er heerste veel onduidelijkheid YES/NO 

R12 Het project had (nog) geen duidelijke strategie binnen de bredere scope van de 

organisatie. 

YES/NO 

 

Q4. [identificatie van projecteffecten] Herkent u de volgende mogelijke effecten 

van uitgevoerde projecten? 

RT1 Het project zorgde voor een beter platform om toekomstige beslissingen te 

nemen. 

YES/NO 

RT2 Het project was duidelijk een keuze naar een nieuwe richting van werken. Na 

het afronden van het project had de organisatie een duidelijk nieuwe focus naar 

de toekomst toe. Er was een basis voor zekerheid. 

YES/NO 
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Appendix III: Interview Summaries and Codes 

For the interview analysis, the recordings have been fully transcribed (when applicable). 

The interviews have been conducted in Dutch, and a Dutch summary has been sent 

back to the participants for the member check. To ensure anonymity and discretion, a 

short non-exhaustive English version of the summaries are presented below. 

 

Interview 
Code 

Field Function Interview 
Date 

Duration Method 

INT1 IT Consultancy Consultant 06-06-2014 45 min. Face to Face 

INT2 Government Director Information Provisioning 13-06-2014 55 min. Face to Face 

INT3 Higher Education Director Administration Office 16-06-2014 50 min. Face to Face 

INT4 Telecom Portfolio Manager 16-06-2014 60 min. Face to Face 

INT5 Government Process Manager 17-06-2014 45 min. Face to Face 

INT6 Government Innovation Manager 19-07-2014 95 min. Face to Face 

INT7 Government Information Advisor 26-06-2014 75 min. Face to Face 

INT8 Higher Education Group Education and Research 

Services Manager 

26-06-2014 65 min. Face to Face 

INT9 IT Consultancy Consultant 26-06-2014 65 min. Face to Face 

INT10 IT Consultancy Consultant 11-07-2014 70 min. Face to Face 

INT11 Steel Industry Senior Business Consultant 25-07-2014 55 min. Telephone 

 

INT01 

Only statement answers are available from this interview. These answers can be found 

at the codes table below. 

INT02 

The adaptive cycle is recognized, as is its general dynamic. A multitude of examples 

have been given. The interviewee makes a distinction between the controlled 

organization, which (should) find itself mainly in the equilibrium phase – and the part 

of the organization where changes occur more, which reside more in the three phases 

crisis, new combinations and entrepreneurship. Not necessarily because a crisis forces 

changes, but also because these change processes carry the specific characteristics like 

resilience. Within the controlled organization a crisis occurs already when something 

does not work the way it is supposed to. The model is interpretable from various angles 

and layers. Practically the model can be mapped onto a specific situation or dynamic 

within the organization, internal and external effects. Eventually returning to 

equilibrium is important for our organization, mainly because expectations from 

society. Standardizing justly, in combination with a vision on the future and proper 

preparation are the ingredients for resilience. The layers in the model also appear; 

hierarchy can have a big impact. It goes beyond four quadrants and a lemniscate shape. 

Something like a multiple year strategy is not easily mapped in one quadrant, for 

example. 
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INT03 

The four quadrants and the cycle is recognized by the interviewee. A big factor within 

this context is the personality which is used in each phase. Standardization is an 

important process, especially when dealing with an administrative organization. Many 

projects can be described as characterized by effectiveness. This does however require 

thinking ahead of time. If not, time is easily lost and that causes crises. Flexibility is 

acquired by standardizing on places where this is possible, where it needs to be stable 

and where historically changes are not easily made. New combinations and 

entrepreneurship is found parallel, and when done appropriately, should find 

equilibrium seamlessly. The model can be viewed from several angles and layers. It 

requires a sharp, focused mind separate risks from inconveniences. This requires a 

manager with guts. Besides the technical aspect of the organization, there is a strong 

human aspect which is often overlooked. People talk in terms of systems instead of 

processes. 

INT04 

The interviewee recognizes the four quadrants and cyclus depicted by the Adaptive 

Cycle of Change. This having said, is the cycle at first sight (simple, singular) found on 

many levels and areas, and that time plays an important factor within its implications. 

A crisis is often ‘managed back’ to equilibrium, by dealing with cost effectiveness. 

Often new combinations should be found parallel to equilibrium, although this still 

requires quantitative argumentation. Standardizing while facilitating flexibility is 

acquired by letting small units working together – modularity. This is however a hard 

thing to do. 

INT05 

The interviewee recognizes the four quadrants and the cycle, and an example is easily 

given. Society and politics have a great impact on the forming of crises, and can also 

invoke a ‘paradigm shift’. Time and space to make real changes purposefully is 

difficult, and often needs to be pushed through the organization with force. 

Standardizing and facilitating flexibility is normally acquired by deploying external 

employees. If this does not happen, changes can still happen, but it would be on a far 

smaller scale. A lot of capacity is used to maintain systems, and this reduces the 

capacity for real changes. 

INT06 

The interviewee recognizes the four quadrants and the cycle, and an example is easily 

given. The ‘flat’ eight is an interesting shape, which also shows our own contradictions. 

An important factor within the model is the facilitation of flexibility while 

standardizing, something best acquired by working in modules. Something not easily 

done, because of the complex and organic nature of organizations. Structures within 

chaos are already hard to find, but people should be grateful when there are any at all. 

Hierarchies also hamper flexibility, as do IT systems. It does not map onto society, 

which is hard to translate to a working organizational structure. 
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INT07 

The interviewee recognizes the four quadrants and the cycle, although they are (and 

especially ‘crisis’) not well defined. The cycle is also recognizable on personal level. 

The two sides of the model – exploitation and exploration – are also recognized, 

although most of the projects within the organization take place at the left 

(exploitation) side. During times of crisis there is a necessity of making choices, which 

automatically leads to leaving other things behind. This is often forced upon the 

organization from politics and the law. In some cases however, this also leads to certain 

space which allows innovation, new ways of working and new networks to create. 

Standardization while being flexible is acquired by good strategic planning, a good 

look at the future. Better information provisioning is key for better decision making. 

INT08 

The interviewee recognizes the four quadrants and the cycle, and it is argued that the 

model is interpretable from many angles and not only from an organizational 

perspective. While IT plays a dominant factor within the context of the Adaptive Cycle 

of Change, many more elements have their impact, such as the level of knowledge, 

culture and common ways of working. That having said, it also depends at what part of 

the organization you look at. However overall, the alignment of IT and business is an 

ongoing problem. People also think in systems, instead of processes, which troubles 

this goal for alignment. 

INT09 

The interviewee recognizes the four quadrants and the cycle. For each cycle and 

quadrant, different people with different expertise are needed to successfully move 

through the lemniscate shape. From a consultancy point of view mostly the right side of 

the model is recognizable as day to day practice. Projects need to be finished fast, to 

return to a status-quo. Within governmental agencies, business needs to be practiced 

from a certain organizational calm. There is not enough space for new combinations 

and entrepreneurship; that is something more recognizable within commercial business 

organizations. Being flexible and still standardize is a question of making small steps. 

Large, long projects have the tendency to yield what is already obsolete at that time. 

Working iteratively and Agile has a greater chance of succeeding. 

INT10 

The interviewee recognizes the four quadrants and the cycle, and the axis of the model 

are applicable to many cases and projects, among other entities. A large factor within 

the cycle is good leadership and great managers. Top-down decision making does often 

not lead to motivation. A crisis can be a good catalyzer for innovations. Innovations the 

organization might have been waiting for for some time. Keeping a certain structure 

while facilitating flexibility is a question of good leadership and modularity. The 

biggest challenge lies at the side of the supplier. Certain power and political games lead 

to difficulties when to standardize at the side of the supplier. Practically, the model can 

be used to plot the business and portfolio management. The power of the model lies at 

its diagonal movement, which also requires a certain ambidexterity of the manager. 
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INT11 

The interviewee recognizes the four quadrants and the movement of the cycle. It is 

however not necessarily a lemniscate shape: movement from phase to phase could 

happen at any rate at any time, without a certain path constraint. There is a certain 

danger when there is a standstill within the equilibrium phase; it is important to be 

actively involved with the future. Standardize while being flexible is a difficult issue, 

but within the context of the organization, information provisioning is a step towards 

that goal. Portfolio management might benefit the most from the Adaptive Cycle of 

Change. Global knowledge throughout the organization might have some benefit, but 

would probably not lead to major positive effects. The best thing about the model is 

when it is used as a ‘think model’ for managers. It shows where the blind spots of 

managers lie. The multi-interpretability of the model makes it hard however to map it 

on entities; it is difficult to make a distinct choice between left and right, when it is 

often a grey area. 

Table of Interview Statement Answers 

Statement 
Nr. 

Quadrant # 
Yes 

# 
No 

Diff Interviewee 

01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 10 11 

L1 En 6 3 3 NO YES/NO YES YES YES YES/NO NO NO YES YES YES 

L2 En 3 7 4 YES NO YES/NO NO NO NO NO NO NO YES YES 

L3 En 4 7 3 YES NO NO NO NO NO NO YES YES YES NO 

L4 En 3 7 4 NO YES NO NO NO NO YES/NO NO YES YES NO 

L5 En 5 4 1 YES/NO NO YES NO YES YES YES NO YES NO YES/NO 

L6 En 10 1 9 YES NO YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES YES 

L7 Eq 7 2 5 NO NO NO NO YES NO NO YES YES YES NO 

L8 Eq 4 5 1 YES YES/NO YES NO NO NO NO NO YES YES/NO YES 

L9 Eq 3 5 2 YES YES NEE NO NO YES/NO NO NO YES/NO NO YES 

L10 Eq 7 2 5 YES YES YES YES/NO YES/NO YES YES NO YES YES NO 

L11 Eq 4 5 1 YES YES/NO NO YES NO NO NO YES YES YES/NO NO 

L12 Eq 1 8 7 YES NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO YES/NO YES/NO 

LT1 En  Eq 8 3 5 YES YES YES NO NO YES YES YES NO YES YES 

LT2 En  Eq 3 7 4 YES NO YES/NO NO YES NO NO NO NO NO YES 

LT3 Eq  Cr 7 3 4 YES NO YES YES/NO YES YES YES NO YES YES NO 

R1 Cr 8 2 6 YES YES YES YES YES - YES YES NO NO YES 

R2 Cr 8 1 7 YES YES YES YES YES - YES NO YES/NO YES YES 

R3 Cr 7 1 6 YES YES YES NO YES - YES/NO YES YES YES/NO YES 

R4 Cr 3 6 3 YES/NO NO NO YES YES - NO NO NO YES NO 

R5 Cr 7 3 4 YES NO NO NO YES - YES YES YES YES YES 

R6 Cr 8 0 8 YES/NO YES YES YES YES - YES/NO YES YES YES YES 

R7 Nc 6 2 4 YES/NO YES NO NO YES - YES YES YES YES/NO YES 

R8 Nc 3 5 2 YES/NO NO YES NO YES - NO NO NO YES YES/NO 

R9 Nc 9 1 8 YES YES YES YES YES - YES YES YES NO YES 

R10 Nc 9 0 9 YES YES/NO YES YES YES - YES YES YES YES YES 

R11 Nc 7 1 6 YES YES YES YES/NO YES - YES NO YES/NO YES YES 

R12 Nc 7 2 5 YES YES NO NO YES - YES YES YES YES YES/NO 

RT1 Cr  Nc 8 1 7 YES YES YES YES/NO YES - NO YES YES YES YES 

RT2 Nc  En 8 1 7 YES/NO YES YES NO YES - YES YES YES YES YES 

   Average 
difference 

of 4,76 
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Appendix IV: Dataset 

Apart from the scores as presented in result and discussion section of this study, more 

variables have been scrutinized. Firstly, the scores of each participant have been 

matched with dynamics of the Adaptive Cycle of Change. That is, would individual 

scores show a ‘natural distributed’ (bell). The ’>=’ and ‘>’ columns computed whether 

the scores matched to this hypothesis and overall, reported negative. 

The ‘meets model’ column computed whether individual scores matched the score 

model presented in the discussion section, and overall, also reported negative (as stated 

earlier in the discussion section). The s’ value shows the average deviation from the 

main quadrant. For example, in the first table all participants identified in Equilibrium 

are listed. For each row, the average deviation from equilibrium is computed (for the 

first row this is the average of 29 – 7 (22), 29-3 (26) and 29 – 21 (8) resulting in 16). 

This tells something about the distribution of an individual participant. On average, this 

showed 14,74. 

Both IBM SPSS Statistics 22 and MS Excel 2010 have been used for analyzing the 

dataset. The first application is mostly used for ordering and categorizing the data, the 

latter for analyzing and coding the data into the usable datasets. The following pages 

list the tables. Records identified in Equilibrium are shown first, after which follows 

Crisis, New Combinations and Entrepreneurship. 
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Table 7: Dataset Records Identified in Equilibrium 

N = 39 EQ CR NC EN En,Cr >= Nc En,Cr > Nc s' meets model 

 27 9 3 21 TRUE TRUE 16,00 FALSE 

 33 6 9 12 FALSE FALSE 24,00 TRUE 

 23 13 11 13 TRUE TRUE 10,67 FALSE 

 29 8 3 20 TRUE TRUE 18,67 FALSE 

 18 17 13 12 FALSE FALSE 4,00 FALSE 

 25 11 13 11 FALSE FALSE 13,33 FALSE 

 48 0 0 12 TRUE FALSE 44,00 FALSE 

 33 7 6 14 TRUE TRUE 24,00 FALSE 

 19 9 16 16 FALSE FALSE 5,33 FALSE 

 29 2 14 15 FALSE FALSE 18,67 TRUE 

 19 15 15 11 FALSE FALSE 5,33 FALSE 

 27 19 10 4 FALSE FALSE 16,00 FALSE 

 23 5 11 21 FALSE FALSE 10,67 TRUE 

 30 7 11 12 FALSE FALSE 20,00 TRUE 

 21 19 16 4 FALSE FALSE 8,00 FALSE 

 22 11 7 20 TRUE TRUE 9,33 FALSE 

 27 7 17 9 FALSE FALSE 16,00 FALSE 

 22 10 13 15 FALSE FALSE 9,33 TRUE 

 18 13 17 12 FALSE FALSE 4,00 FALSE 

 25 11 12 12 FALSE FALSE 13,33 FALSE 

 24 5 10 21 FALSE FALSE 12,00 TRUE 

 19 8 16 17 FALSE FALSE 5,33 TRUE 

 33 3 6 18 FALSE FALSE 24,00 TRUE 

 30 9 13 8 FALSE FALSE 20,00 FALSE 

 25 12 11 12 TRUE TRUE 13,33 FALSE 

 19 15 8 18 TRUE TRUE 5,33 FALSE 

 22 8 14 16 FALSE FALSE 9,33 TRUE 

 34 15 5 6 TRUE TRUE 25,33 FALSE 

 20 12 17 11 FALSE FALSE 6,67 FALSE 

 27 14 10 9 FALSE FALSE 16,00 FALSE 

 22 15 8 15 TRUE TRUE 9,33 FALSE 

 21 10 11 18 FALSE FALSE 8,00 TRUE 

 47 1 2 10 FALSE FALSE 42,67 TRUE 

 32 4 4 20 TRUE FALSE 22,67 FALSE 

 22 13 21 4 FALSE FALSE 9,33 FALSE 

 28 8 14 10 FALSE FALSE 17,33 FALSE 

 34 2 17 7 FALSE FALSE 25,33 FALSE 

 19 11 14 16 FALSE FALSE 5,33 TRUE 

 20 20 4 16 TRUE TRUE 6,67 FALSE 

total 1016 384 422 518    12T/27F 

average 26,21 9,58 11,00 13,21   14.74  

percentage 43,42 16,41 18,03 22,14     

  



57 

 

 

Table 8: Dataset Records Identified in Crisis 

N=26 EQ CR NC EN Nc,Eq >= En Nc,Eq > En s' meets model 

 4 26 25 5 FALSE FALSE 14,67 TRUE 

 2 27 18 13 FALSE FALSE 16,00 TRUE 

 7 25 18 10 FALSE FALSE 13,33 TRUE 

 4 30 12 14 FALSE FALSE 20,00 FALSE 

 4 31 19 6 FALSE FALSE 21,33 TRUE 

 7 23 22 8 FALSE FALSE 10,67 TRUE 

 19 20 2 19 FALSE FALSE 6,67 FALSE 

 14 27 19 0 TRUE TRUE 16,00 FALSE 

 3 37 13 7 FALSE FALSE 29,33 TRUE 

 19 24 6 11 FALSE FALSE 12,00 FALSE 

 2 34 14 10 FALSE FALSE 25,33 TRUE 

 0 28 15 17 FALSE FALSE 17,33 FALSE 

 0 39 21 0 TRUE FALSE 32,00 FALSE 

 7 23 13 17 FALSE FALSE 10,67 FALSE 

 9 27 13 11 FALSE FALSE 16,00 TRUE 

 10 22 17 11 FALSE FALSE 9,33 TRUE 

 8 26 11 15 FALSE FALSE 14,67 FALSE 

 8 27 14 11 FALSE FALSE 16,00 TRUE 

 6 24 19 11 FALSE FALSE 12,00 TRUE 

 10 23 15 12 FALSE FALSE 10,67 TRUE 

 4 31 12 13 FALSE FALSE 21,33 FALSE 

 11 28 14 7 TRUE TRUE 17,33 FALSE 

 14 20 10 16 FALSE FALSE 6,67 FALSE 

 0 31 24 5 FALSE FALSE 21,33 TRUE 

 18 18 16 8 TRUE TRUE 4,00 FALSE 

 20 20 12 8 TRUE TRUE 6,67 FALSE 

total 210 691 394 265    13T/13F 

average 8,08 26,58 15,15 10,19   15,44  

percentage 13,46 44,29 25,26 16,99     

 

  



58 

 

Table 9: Dataset Records Identified in New Combinations 

N=14 EQ CR NC EN Cr,En >= Eq Cr,En > Eq s' meets model 

 16 17 19 8 FALSE FALSE 5,33 TRUE 

 5 14 26 15 TRUE TRUE 14,67 FALSE 

 3 20 36 1 FALSE FALSE 28,00 TRUE 

 10 21 26 3 FALSE FALSE 14,67 TRUE 

 14 17 19 10 FALSE FALSE 5,33 TRUE 

 17 14 18 11 FALSE FALSE 4,00 FALSE 

 14 11 19 16 FALSE FALSE 5,33 FALSE 

 10 3 34 13 FALSE FALSE 25,33 FALSE 

 23 9 24 4 FALSE FALSE 12,00 FALSE 

 17 8 20 15 FALSE FALSE 6,67 FALSE 

 13 9 28 10 FALSE FALSE 17,33 FALSE 

 0 19 25 16 TRUE TRUE 13,33 FALSE 

 14 17 21 8 FALSE FALSE 8,00 TRUE 

 18 12 18 12 FALSE FALSE 4,00 FALSE 

total 174,00 191,00 333,00 142,00         

average 12,43 13,64 23,79 10,14     11,71 5T/9F 

percentage 20,71 22,74 39,64 16,90     

 

 

 

Table 10: Dataset Records Identified in Entrepreneurship 

N=7 EQ CR NC EN Eq,Nc >= Cr Eq,Nc > Cr s' meets model 

 18 12 11 19 FALSE FALSE 5,33 TRUE 

 12 16 15 17 FALSE FALSE 2,67 FALSE 

 12 15 16 17 FALSE FALSE 2,67 FALSE 

 11 16 8 25 FALSE FALSE 13,33 FALSE 

 17 13 12 18 FALSE FALSE 4,00 TRUE 

 17 3 10 30 TRUE TRUE 20,00 FALSE 

 25 5 5 25 TRUE FALSE 13,33 FALSE 

total 112 80 77 151 FALSE FALSE   

average 16,00 11,43 11,00 21,57 FALSE FALSE 8,76 2T/5F 

percentage 26,67 19,05 18,33 35,95     

   



59 

 

Appendix V: Lensker’s Questionnaire and Data Analysis 

The questionnaire below is a direct copy from Tobias Lensker’s Thesis of 2013 

(Lensker, 2013). The resulting dataset (as seen in Appendix III) is reused in this study. 

The dataset as computed by Lensker is placed below the survey. The “range” column 

indicates the degree of agreement towards a quadrant. A participant falling in the range 

60-51 has a significant tendency towards equilibrium (probably scoring equilibrium 

highest in all statements). A participant falling in the range 20-11 showed a tendency 

towards the respective quadrant, but only just. Although the range does not mean 

anything substantial, it is in effect an equivalent distribution to the one shown in this 

study (see Table 1) 

 

Dimension Organizational Climate 

Statement The emphasis of my organization is on... 

1. Stability, where the effects of environmental uncertainty are ignored or minimized. 

Coordination and control are achieved by adherence to formal rules and procedures. 

2. Readiness, change and innovation, where norms and values are associated with growth, 

resource acquisition, creativity and adaptation. 

3. Formulating objectives and creating a basis for change, where norms and values are associated 

with learning, compromising and high commitment. 

4. The pursuit and attainment of well-defined objectives, where norms and values are associated 

with productivity, efficiency, goal fulfillment, and performance feedback. 

Dimension Innovative Capability 

Statement These words and phrases describe my organization best… 

1. My organization likes to keep to established, traditional ways of doing things 

2. Assistance in developing new ideas and support for approaching things differently is readily 

available and necessary for the survival of my organization. 

3. My organization has been supportive of innovativeness to the point that we are almost 

overwhelmed by all the ideas. Right now it is important to focus and clear the way for new 

strategic direction. 

4. Formulation of new ideas or challenging the existing would unnecessarily trouble my 

organization in its strive for stability. 

Dimension Learning 

Statement A typical project in my organization... 

1. Clearly defined in terms of scope, cost and schedule. The project leader is in control: he claims 

ownership, defines and follows the development process and reports to the top-management that 

relies on documentation. The potential customer is not engaged in the process of the project and 

certain information may even be withheld. 
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2. A transparent and iterative process that is subject to frequent feedback and continuous testing. 

Emerging requirements can always change the course of the project. Control is shared among all 

participants, the customer is engaged in the development and it is the highest priority to make 

informed decisions based on valid information. 

Dimension Strategy 

Statement Decision-making in my organization... 

1. Vision, targets as well as cause-effect relations are clear. Decision-making is often short-term 

and information about the decision is fairly unambiguous. 

2. Vision and targets are clear but cause-effect relations are uncertain. Decision-making is based 

in prior experience and is often qualitative in nature. 

3. Vision and targets are uncertain but cause-effect relations are clear. Decision-making is based 

on making compromises. 

4. Vision, targets as well as cause-effect relations are unclear. Decision-making is dependent on a 

charismatic and inspirational leader who clears the way for a future direction of the organization. 

Dimension Management 

Statement The management style in my organization is characterized by... 

1. Shared control, risk-taking, innovation, freedom and uniqueness. 

2. Competitiveness, clear targets and control. 

3. Predictability, stability and conformity. 

4. Persuasiveness, charisma and participation. 

Dimension Environment 

Statement The context in which my organization is operating can be characterized 

as... 

1. Simple. The context is characterized by stability and clear cause-and-effect relationships that 

are easily discernible by everyone. Often, the right answer is self-evident and undisputed. In this 

realm of “known knowns,” decisions are unquestioned because all parties share an 

understanding. 

2. Complicated. Context may contain multiple right answers, and though there is a clear 

relationship between cause and effect, not everyone can see it. This is the realm of “known 

unknowns”. 

3. Complex. Here, right answers can’t be ferreted out. It’s like the difference between, say, a 

Ferrari and the Brazilian rainforest. This is the realm of “unknown unknowns”. 

4. Chaotic. Searching for right answers would be pointless: The relationships between cause and 

effect are impossible to determine because they shift constantly and no manageable patterns 

exist—only turbulence. This is the realm of unknowables. 
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Table 11: Lensker's Distribution among Quadrants 

Range Equilibrium Crisis New Combinations Entrepreneurship Total 

60-51 2 0 0 0 2 

50-41 0 2 1 0 3 

40-31 14 12 4 2 32 

30-21 26 13 7 2 48 

20-11 0 1 0 0 1 

Total 42 (49%) 28 (32%) 12 (14%) 4 (5%) 86 

 

 

Table 12: This Study's Distribution among Quadrants (replica of Table 1) 

Equilibrium Crisis New Combinations Entrepreneurship 

39 26 14 7 

45,3% 30,2% 16,3% 8% 

 


