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Introduction 
Established in 1864 by the Heineken family, the HEINEKEN 

Company has a long and proud history and heritage in 

brewing. The HEINEKEN company is the number 1 brewer in 

Europe and the number 2 in the world by consolidated 

volume. They are present in over 70 countries globally with 

recent acquisitions in Asia, Latin America, Africa and India. 

In home country the Netherlands, HEINEKEN NL is working 

in a strictly B2B (business to business) environment with no 

sales to the end consumer, all sales go via Wholesale, Retail 

purchasing organizations or to horeca outlets. This paper 

addresses why HEINEKEN NL is exploring new combinations 

in the B2C (business to consumer) market illustrated by the 

Adaptive Cycle. 

The adaptive cycle 
The model of the Adaptive Cycle as seen in figure 1 was 

derived from the comparative study of the dynamics of 

ecosystems by Holling in 2001.  

Four distinct phases have been identified, every quadrant 

represent a different strategy, management style, culture, 

resilience and state of mind (Abcouwer & Parson, 2011): 

 Entrepreneurship (Rapid growth and exploitation) 

 Equilibrium (business as usual) 

 Crisis (uncertain future) 

 New Combinations (plans, insights) 

Figure 1, The Adaptive Cycle  

 

HEINEKEN’s adaptive cycle of change 
The current marketplace is in a whirlwind of change due to 

rapid technology adoption, increasing competition and 

changing consumer behavior (Deloitte 2014). The Adaptive 

Cycle will illustrate the HEINEKEN search to new 

combinations. 

Equilibrium 
HEINEKEN NL is one of the big corporate companies in the 

Netherlands , already part of the AEX (Dutch stock market) 

since 1983. They have a clear company vision and with the 

global HEINEKEN company as a mother and the family 

business roots they exist in a stable business environment 

for many years.   

Crisis 
As already stated HEINEKEN NL is a B2B business and the 

biggest clients are retail purchase organizations. HEINEKEN 

NL used to serve a large number of retail purchase 

organizations as a client. But the last decennia the retail 

landscape changed rapidly. There are only a few big retail 

purchase organizations left, which gives these companies a 

lot of power.  

To make the situation even more uncertain the retail 

landscape is also shifting fast by external developments in 

the online environment, the shift from retail to etail. Etail is 

a sub-category of eCommerce (electronic commerce) that 

deals with Online Retail. Etail is exclusively related to 

trading of physical goods through a website with storefront 

such as a marketplaces (Welfare 2011). Several retail 

organizations are exploring these territories, but also other 

FMCG (fast moving consumer good) companies are 

interested in this new channel. This because it gives the 

opportunity to sell direct to your end consumers without 

any retail organization as part of the process. This is also 

called a direct channel.  

To overcome this crisis HEINEKEN NL must act, be ready for 

the future or not… 
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New combinations 
Like mentioned earlier, the current marketplace is in a 

whirlwind of change due to rapid technology adoption, 

increasing competition and changing consumer behaviour 

(Deloitte 2014). These whirlwinds also ask for different 

leadership, HEINEKEN NL created a small so called ‘pilot’ 

team to work on new combinations. This team runs 

educational experiments. They learn from experience and 

continuously improve in a structured way. The slogan of the 

pilots team is “think big, start smart”. For better or for 

worse, if you don’t try it, you don’t know it. It’s not about 

choosing what projects you will do, but also which projects 

you won’t do anymore.   

This new online B2C channel will need investments and is a 

development area for Heineken NL. It’s necessary to 

strengthen its market position and balance the power with 

local retailers. Consider being the first in the market peer 

group gives an advantage of the first-mover.  

Entrepreneurship 
After several pilot programs, some of them still active it’s 

important to make one final decision.  

The success of the Nespresso coffee system inspired 

HEINEKEN to develop a new home draught system for the 

direct channel. For home use, but in a more luxurious form. 

They call it The Sub: colder, fresher, smarter draught with 

beers from around the world. HEINEKEN decided upon the 

Sub as the alternative to boost. This vision gives focus and 

energy.  

It’s the first B2C platform and therefore the first time that 

HEINEKEN is selling beer to consumers directly. The direct 

sales are done via the eretail platform (www.the-sub.com) 

currently available in the Netherlands, France, Spain and 

Italy, as well in classic retail like the Bijenkorf and Albert 

Heijn shops.  

It’s the beauty of a company like HEINEKEN, if they decide 

to boost and scale up they have all the privileges of the 

continuous business in the equilibrium quadrant to do so. 

For now 2 things are important: 1. Scale up globally and 2. 

Improve the new processes.  

Conclusion 
The B2C developments of HEINEKEN NL illustrate how an 

‘old school’ corporate company can use the power of new 

combinations illustrated by the Adaptive Cycle model to be 

ready for the future. With the Sub platform they have an 

instrument in place to develop new internal capabilities and 

learn from this new way of working. Without the stability 

and big budgets of the equilibrium phase innovative 

projects like these are not possible.  HEINEKEN is able to 

adapt to the new retail environment by being innovative.    
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