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Abstract. This mini case gives a light overview of the relation between the way of 
Evernote is doing business and how that complements with the panarchical 

transformations as described in the theory of Panarchy (Gunderson & Holling, 

Panarchy: Understanding Transformations in Human and Natural Systems, 2001). 
It also tries to make a step towards the theory of disruptive innovation as being 

discussed by Christensen in his book Innovator’s Dilemma. (Christensen, 1997).  
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Introduction 

Evernote’s mission is making the lives of modern, busy people easier and more 

productive. This mission makes the company compulsory (initial voluntarily) acting 

innovative. “The Forever Start-up” does explicitly not have an exit strategy; the 

founder and the CEO does not want to sell the company or to merge with someone else. 

(Evernote, 2014) (Lalorek, 2011). The stubborn approach of the start-up, thinking in 

terms of generations, made the company nowadays disruptive in different markets and 

concepts. The way that the organization strategically was thinking and moved forward, 

resulted in many defining characteristics of an successful innovative and adaptive 

organization with a strong resilience.   

This mini case study shows the (intentionally and unintentionally) practical 

characteristics of an adaptive cycle as discussed in the theory of Panarchy.  

1. Evernote’s disruptive view 

Change management is a trending topic in the zeitgeist of an average manager. 

When it comes to practical application, there are dozens of theories, methodologies and 

frameworks consisting of their own best-practices. (Worley & Mohrman, 2014). In 

terms of preparedness and anticipation for change, Evernote made her resource-

intensive decision in the beginning. By building native platforms for all the major 

mobile operating systems, the knowledge management service was globally usable. 

This made their first black swan turned white; a black swan is an unpredictable event, 

with high (negative) impact. (Taleb, 2011). A disruptive innovation regarding to 

Christensen: “it transforms a product, which was historically expensive and 

complicated for a few people, to a state which is now affordable and accessible”.  



When Evernote was launched in 2007, most investments funding where focused on 

social networks, web applications, and business models supported by advertising. 

Evernotes business model was not focused of one of latter mentioned. The goal was to 

make it valuable enough that people would agree to pay for it. This unconventional 

way of thinking made the start-up later an disruptive innovation in the digital market of 

(individual) knowledge management, life-hacking, social organizing.  

 

1.1. The degree of disruptiveness 

The novelty, consisting of the idea of the organization, did created a new market 

within an existing one: namely individual knowledge management service in the 

(social) digitalizing market where the demand of productivity is high and but the 

supply is low. 

2. Cross-fertilization between theories 

As cited in the book of Panarchy about knowledge: 

 

“Every natural system is subject to regular disturbance; those that have survived, 

indeed must have built up some degree of resilience”   

 

In the Panarchical connections as mentioned in Figure 1, the three levels of 

Panarchy are illustrated. For knowledge management, they might be local knowledge, 

management practice, and world view. (Gunderson & Holling, Back to the future: 

Ecosystem Dynamics and Local Knowledge, 2001). In Evernote’s case this three levels 

are fulfilled by the way the service is accessible through native platforms on major 

mobile operating systems. This led the company through the three level capturing the 

connections of revolt (saving content in Evernote) and remember (viewing saved 

content in Evernote). 

 

 

 
Figuur 1 Panarchical connections - Panarchy 

 

 



The cross-fertilization of the theories could be seen as the different states 

where the organization went through the Adaptive cycle of resilience mentioned in the 

theory mentioned by Abcouwer & Parson. (Abcouwer & Parson) and the Innovators 

Dillemma mentioned by Christensen. (Christensen, 1997). In particular, the ‘white’ 

swan which was discovered in the beginning by Evernotes early adopters.  

While the organization didn’t pre-determine user segments on their service, 

they saw some patterns in the usage of the early adopters. These early adopters where 

tech journalists, writing enthusiastic about new technologies. These kind of users 

needed to manage information from multiple sources. (Toole, 2014) 
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