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Abstract. In the digital age we live in, an ever increasing amount of information is 
consumed through digital media rather than through the traditional (print) media. 

This “digital revolution” affects all organizations that originally focused on 

traditional media. In this paper we examine how Netherlands’ largest media 
company, Sanoma Media Nederland, deals with this “digital revolution” by 

applying the adaptive cycle of resilience as developed by Abcouwer and Parson. 
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Introduction 

Print media publishers are facing harsh times with the onset of a “digital revolution”: 

over time print media circulation decreases as a result of the increasing consumption of 

information through the internet [1]. People spend more time with digital than traditional 

media [2]. Print media publishers are at the verge of a crisis, requiring them to reinvent 

themselves in order to stay competitive, return to profitability and prevent themselves 

from dropping out of the market. This process of change, from a stable state into a crisis, 

followed by reinvention to (re)trigger success can be described by the adaptive cycle of 

resilience as developed by Abcouwer and Parson [3].  

In this paper we will focus on the Netherlands’ largest media company in terms of 

reach [4], Sanoma Media Nederland (shorthand: Sanoma), part of the Finnish Sanoma 

Group, and observe how they deal with this “digital revolution”. At the time of writing 

Sanoma positions itself within all parts of the media sector, covering magazines, 

customer media, TV, websites, apps, events and e-commerce, and offering a broad 

portfolio with over 100 different brands [4]. Originally, however, Sanoma was just 

focused on publishing print magazines [5]. 

The aim of the case study is to discuss how Sanoma deals with this “digital 

revolution” from the perspective of the adaptive cycle of resilience. To this end we will 

discuss how each of the four phases of the adaptive cycle of resilience apply to the 

operating practices and strategy of Sanoma.  



1. The Adaptive Cycle of Resilience 

The adaptive cycle of resilience, 

developed by Abcouwer and Parson in 

[3], describes the development of 

organizations according to the two 

dimension of “want” and “can”. The 

“want” dimension positions an 

organization according to the 

availability of (desires to achieve) 

particular strategic goals whereas the 

“can” dimension positions an 

organization according to the degree to 

which these goals can be attained [3].  

Abcouwer and Parson furthermore 

argue that this development is of a cyclic 

nature and is characterized by four 

phases which together compose the 

adaptive cycle of resilience: 

equilibrium, crisis, new combinations 

and entrepreneurship. The adaptive cycle of resilience is shown in figure 1. 

2. Sanoma’s Adaptive Cycle 

2.1. Equilibrium 

We take the pre-digital era as a starting point in considering the adaptive cycle at Sanoma. 

In this era Sanoma’s main focus was on the publication of print magazines. Up until 2007 

the circulation of print magazines in the Netherlands was relatively stable [6]. We could 

therefore argue that Sanoma was situated in the equilibrium phase of the adaptive cycle 

in the pre-digital era.  

2.2. Crisis 

With the onset of the digital era, internet became a centerpiece of the everyday life. This 

led to an (slow) uptake in information consumption through digital media since 2001, 

with digital information consumption rates increasing at a higher rate since 2007 [1]. 

This in turn slowly caused the onset of a decline in the circulation of print magazines in 

the Netherlands since 2007 [6]. Sanoma’s strategic course could not stop circulation from 

declining even further in following years, up until now [7] [8]. 

This disruptive change, the shift towards digital information consumption, created 

uncertainty at Sanoma about both its strategic course and its ability to overcome the 

disruptive change. The onset of the digital era thus resulted in Sanoma’s shift to the crisis 

phase of the adaptive cycle. As the increase in digital information consumption, and the 

subsequent decline in print circulation, went rather slow, Sanoma probably did not notice 

the effect of this disruptive change until it was too late, ending up in the crisis situation 

as described above.  

Figure 1. The Adaptive Cycle of Resilience as defined in 

[3] with its four phases explicitly shown. 



2.3. New Combinations 

When Sanoma noticed it was situated in a crisis and its current strategy did not work any 

longer, it realized it should take action. Though it was clear to Sanoma that they should 

embrace the “digital revolution” and focus on a cross-media approach, they were 

uncertain about the particular actions they should take. 

To this end various new combinations were considered, including: an increased 

focus on mobile app development to complement existing offerings by establishing a 

development studio in 2010 [9], the addition of TV to the media portfolio through the 

acquisition of SBS in 2011 [10] and the investment into the incubation of media start-

ups through the establishment of SanomaVentures in 2012 [11].  

Despite the successful investments into these new combinations, financial 

performance of Sanoma continued to lag in 2012 and 2013 [12] [13]. To turn the tide, 

the Sanoma Group therefore developed a new strategic initiative aimed at shifting the 

focus of the organization towards a cross-media approach with the digital realm as its 

centerpiece [14].  

2.4. Entrepreneurship 

Commitment to the new strategic initiative clarified Sanoma’s strategic direction. On the 

other hand, Sanoma was not sure whether it successfully could bring the strategic 

initiative to an end. These are characteristic of the entrepreneurship phase, towards which 

Sanoma moved. One of the consequences of the new initiative for Sanoma was a strategic 

review of the magazine portfolio which was announced in October 2013 [15]. This 

review, which was finalized in October 2014, resulted in the divestment of 28 magazines, 

with Sanoma only focusing on publishing 21 core magazines [16]. 

The shift towards a cross-media approach was achieved by the formation of the 

Sanoma Digital business unit within the Sanoma Group. The aim of this business unit is 

to stimulate the growth of digital services and competences [14]. 

3. Conclusion 

Sanoma provides a good example of the application of the adaptive cycle of resilience to 

overcome the “digital revolution” in print media. In this paper we showed how Sanoma 

proceeded through each of the four stages of the adaptive cycle in order to identify and 

(attempt to) overcome the “digital revolution”.  

We argue that Sanoma is currently located in the entrepreneurship phase as the 

results of the strategic initiative are yet unknown and we thus are not certain that a new 

equilibrium has been reached. Initial signs show that the increased focus on new media 

is fruitful and estimates indicate that the Sanoma Group will return to organic growth in 

2016 [17].  We therefore hope that at this time the new equilibrium is reached. However, 

only time will tell. 
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