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“The adaptive cycle of Napster” 
 

Introduction 
Advances in technology could pose new challenges and one of those challenges in the Information Age is 
Intellectual property. In 2000 the Committee on Intellectual Property Rights and the Emerging 
Information Infrastructure posed a dilemma namely the ‘digital dilemma’. The internet enabled people 
to share digital files and multiply these digital files in an easy way. At first glance this sounds wonderful 
because information could be accessed anywhere even from home. But there is also a negative side for 
the authors and publishers. If their information could be distributed easily how many copies of their 
creation are going to be sold? The answer could be one and this is of course destructive for all the 
authors and publishers out there. They have to search for a digital technology which could obstruct the 
use of their digital files. Together with legal sanctions they can enforce people to use their files in a legal 
manner but this could reduce the access to society’s intellectual and cultural heritage. This dilemma is in 
some sense started by the foundation of Napster. In 1999, Napster started their business with founders 
Shawn Fanning, John Fanning and Sean Parker. They created a program which acted  as a peer-to-peer 
file sharing service. This enabled users to share digital files like music, books or movies. They believed 
that digital files could be distributed for free. And of course the records labels and authors weren’t 
happy with this movement. This paper addresses the adaptive cycle of Hollings(2001) and how Napster 
progressed in the states of Hollings.  
 

Napster and the adaptive cycle 
The adaptive cycle of Hollings is used to describe the different states of Napster and to see if they fully 

completed the cycle.  

State 1: Exploitation 

Rumor has it that Shawn Fenning wrote the code of Napster in just 60 straight hours 
(http://iml.jou.ufl.edu/projects/spring01/burkhalter/napster%20history.html). It was released and that’s 
where Napster started in the ‘exploitation’ state of Hollings. It was new and there were no competitors 
at that time. In the exploitation state the system has a low potential. In the case of Napster this means 
that there were limited resources and it hasn’t had enough users at that time.  Napster could not 
foresee it future and so the connectedness was low. Nobody knew what the future was like especially 
concerning the amount of users and of course the rules in Intellectual property. 
 
Stage 2: Conservation  
From the state of exploitation to the state of conservation is seen by Hollings as a slow process. But if 
we look at Napster this was a fast process. Maybe this had something to do with the information age 
and the increase in internet connections of that time. There was no other service which offered the 
same experience as Napster. Napster was getting ahead of themselves and began to grow in a rapid past 
with a huge increase of users. Not only information consumers noticed this change but information 
providers. In this case the authors , records labels and publishers noticed the increase in downloads of 
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illegal content. That’s why the band Metallica began a lawsuit against Napster and later on the producer 
Dr. Dre joined the scene against Napster. The potential and connectedness of Napster was high but the 
resilience of Napster was low. New competitors like Kazaa and Limewire joined the market and Napster 
was acting in a more competitive market. Napster became , due the lack of resilience , more vulnerable. 
One vulnerability namely the vulnerability against the law was decreasing the changes of survival. And in 
July 2001 , Napster was forced to shut down their services and had to file bankruptcy due to several 
lawsuits. Was this the end of Napster? 
 
Stage 3: Release  
No it wasn’t. Napster as a service was taken down but the brand name was still alive. The resilience and 
the potential of Napster was low but Roxio bought the asset and the brand name of Napster. Roxio 
merged the assets of Napster with an online music service called ‘press play’. Roxxio had to find new 
combinations to bring it all back online so the connectedness of Napster at that time was high. They had 
to invent new ways which enabled them to control their destiny. This didn’t mean that they could reach 
a new destiny but if they wanted to survive they had to. Of course a new combinations of products was 
legal downloads. If they wanted to survive they had to provide legal downloads to the world. The brand 
name of Napster was not only about illegal downloads but also music, maybe that’s why Roxxio bought 
the brand name. In 2011 Rhapsody bought the company from second buyer best buy.  And slowly 
Napster climbed up on the cycle to the new state of reorganization.  
 
Stage 4: Reorganization  
Rhapsody was already working in the market of streaming and downloading music, so they helped 

Napster reorganize. Napster had a low connectedness because the market was changing and a lot of 

competitors were around the corner e.g. Spotify.  According to Hollings at this state there is a high 

potential and a high resilience. I don’t know if Napster has a high potential due to a lot of competitors 

and they are not the biggest music streaming service. But they could develop new ways of working with 

the help and resources of Rhapsody. Also their resilience could have been increased because they have 

Rhapsody at their backs. They went from an illegal downloading network to a legal music service. They 

survived, but had to fight hard. 

Future 
The future will tell us if they find new ways to reach the world with their services and stay competitive in 
their market. Maybe a new product could lift their exploitation capabilities. Currently, they are 
developing an application which acts in the same way as Spotify. Do they keep their heads above the 
water? Does Napster survive a future crisis or music service warfare? 
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