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Abstract. Many publishing firms are facing a crisis situation due to the ongoing 
decline of sales from printed books, newspapers and magazines. This case study 
mapped five publishing firms operating in the Netherlands on the Adaptive Cycle 
model from Abcouwer and Parson to discover if these firms are going to trough 
similar development cycles and what they can learn from each other. We found 
that the model is useful for understanding the current development phase of these 
firms and conclude that comparing the results will be helpful for the firm’s 
currently facing crisis. However, some results can not be explained from our 
research, due to the lack of some research dimension like culture, further research 
is required to fully understand the our findings. 
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Introduction 

Many companies in the publishing industry need to change their business model in 
order to cope with the reality of the online world. Sales of printed books, newspapers 
and magazines have been declining for years, while revenue from new online formats is 
not making up for the lost business. Almost every publishing firm is coming out of a 
crisis, going through a crisis, or expecting a crisis in the near future. The aim of our 
research is to analyze if publishing firms go trough similar stages of development and 
if mapping these stages on the adaptive cycle model [1] creates useful insides for 
researchers and managers. We use the adaptive cycle as underlying model for our 
analysis and map the current development stage of five firms to one of the four 
quadrants (Equilibrium, Crisis, New Combinations and Entrepreneurship). This should 
help us to answer the following questions: 1) in what stage of the adaptive cycle are the 
reviewed publishing firms? and 2) what new combinations are these firms developing 
in order to move away from crisis? We conducted a case study with five firms; Sanoma, 
TMG, Noordhoff, Kluwer and Springer, all well-known publishing firms operating in 
the Netherlands. Our research is based on observation during consultancy assignments 
with these firms combined with literature analysis from resent news articles and 
company issued statements.  

1. Research method 

The five publishing companies that we reviewed for this case study all face ongoing 
decline of printed products; all are trying to adapt their business model to the new 
online reality. Our qualitative research with these firms is based on observations during 
consultancy assignments in the Netherlands, complemented with literature research to 
support our observations and quantify firm performance.  
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The adaptive cycle (figure 1) helps to model the lifecycle stages that firms go through, 
from entrepreneurship, to equilibrium, to crisis, then looking for new combinations and 
back to entrepreneurship. The ability to develop new market and product combinations 
determines if firms can overcome crisis and survive. We assume that all the reviewed 
firms have to deal with the challenge to adapt to the online reality some point in time 
[2], a crisis situation will force these firms to rethink their business model and come up 
with new product and market combinations. We have mapped our observations on the 
four quadrants of the adaptive cycle in order to determine the current phase of the 
studied firms. We than reviewed what new combinations firms have launched in order 
to deal with crisis or what combination firm that are currently in crisis are 
contemplating. 

 
Figure 1. Adaptive cycle, (Abcouwer and Parson) 

2. Results 

We mapped each of the investigated firms on the adaptive cycle by reviewed the 
current quadrant where the firm is in and investigating what New Combinations got the 
firms in their current quadrant or should lead them ahead. 
 
Sanoma is a Finish media group that owns 58 magazines, 2 television channels and 10 
popular websites in the Netherlands.  Magazine circulation has desecrated by 45% from 
2009 to 2013 and 11% from Q3 2012 tot Q3 2013 [3]. The market share of SBS 6 the 
main TV channel decreased from 10% in 2010 10 8% in 2013. Sanoma tries to make 
up for the decrease of magazine sales through the online channel with websites like 
nu.nl, kieskeurig.nl, schoolbank.nl and startpagina.nl. Cutting edge cross channel 
advertisement systems increase online revenue, Sanoma is online market leader in the 
Netherlands and the online channel has been growing during recent years, however, the 
online channel cannot make up for the losses of the Magazine and TV channels. 
Sanoma announced personnel layoffs up to 25% of the total staff November 2013 also 
more then 40 magazines are under review and may disappear in 2014. Sanoma is 
currently positioned in the Crisis Quadrant of the adaptive cycle, it aims to return to an 
equilibrium by optimizing conversions form its current channels and save cost by 
efficiency operations.  
 
Telegraaf Media Group (TMG) owns the largest Dutch newspaper “De Telegraaf”, 
news websites, radio stations and the social media platform Hyves. The circulation of 
the Telegraaf decreased by 10% over the last year [4], social media platform Hyves has 
lost most of its market share to Facebook from 2010. News sites telegraaf.nl and 
GeenStijl have managed growth, but like Sanoma, without making up for the loss of 
the newspaper sales. TMG has managed to improve profit despite declining revenue, 



cost saving and efficiency operations have are the actual drivers for this result. TMG 
currently is in the Equilibrium Quadrant and probably heading for a crisis since 
revenue keeps declining. TMG did try new combinations hoping to avoid the upcoming 
crisis, with mixed results. The websites telegraaf.nl, geenstijl.nl and autotrader.nl are 
among the most viewed websites in the Netherlands. TMG also bought Hyves a 
popular Dutch social media site, hoping to realize growth from its online channel. 
TMG like Sanoma has problems to convert on the online channel, it was announced 
November 13 that Hyves willm cease to exists as social media platform.   
 
Kluwer is an information services provider offering products for professionals in the 
health, tax, accounting, corporate, financial services, legal and regulatory sectors. 
Focus has shifted from software to printed products over the last years, software 
products made up 74% of the total business in 2012. Revenue for online products grew 
by 8% in 2012 while revenue for printed products declined by 5% [5]. Kluwer is 
currently in the Entrepreneurial Quadrant it managed to replace its decreasing 
magazine revenue by offering software products based on their domain knowledge.   
 
Noordhoff is an educational publisher founded in 1863 and now part of Infinitas 
Leraning, main products include school books, with the Bos Atlas as company flagship. 
Noordhoff has seen a steady decline of sales of schoolbooks and foresees greater sales 
decline of printed books in the near future. Recent reorganization saw closure of the 
Houten office and outsourcing of all production processes like setting and printing to 
China and India. Noordhoff is in the New Combinations Quadrant, it is currently 
developing various new learning methods for smart phone and tablet devices in a joint 
venture construction with software developers. It is currently unclear if Noordhoff will 
succeed is this market where it faces global competition. 
 
Springer Science + Business is a 170 year old German firm that publishes scientific 
books and papers including the works of Einstein and many other Nobel Prize winners. 
Springer Science + Business turnover grew from €875M in 2011 to €981M in 2012 [7]. 
All scientific papers published by Springer are currently converted to digital format and 
made available trough the Springer website. This is a tedious process since authors 
must grand permission for digital publication. The digitization of papers it not really an 
innovation but rather helps to maintain the position in the Equilibrium Quadrant.  

3. Discussion and conclusion 

One coincidental result of our research was that the five firms are spread over all four 
quadrants of the Adaptive Cycle. We were able answer our research questions for each 
of the firms; table 1 summarizes the current quadrant and the new combinations that 
the firms have developed. 
 
Table 1. Summary of the case study results 

Firm Current quadrant New Combinations 

Sanoma Crisis Conversion optimization, a large reorganization was announced 
November 2013, staff will lose their jobs and magazines will be 
scrapped                      

TMG Equilibrium Hyves, revenue is showing steady decline, profit is maintained 
thanks to cost saving operations 

Kluwer Entrepreneurship Replaced magazines by successful software products 

Noordhoff New Combinations Struggling to replace printed schoolbooks by software products     

Springer Equilibrium Digitizing scientific papers to e-books, steady sales 



 
Analyzing the research results leads to the following conclusions. All of the publishing 
firms that we reviewed operate in the publishing industry and face crisis due to decline 
of revenue from printed products. Sanoma and TMG responded by cost saving, 
aligning their channels and optimize their cross channel advertisement processes. The 
results are fairly similar, Sanoma did not manage to avoid crisis and TMG resides in a 
fragile equilibrium. Kluwer and Noordhoff deal with specialized markets and started 
developing software products based on their deep domain knowledge. Kluwer managed 
to move in the entrepreneurship quadrant, while it is very unsure if Noordhoff who are 
still in the New Combinations quadrant will manage to succeed as well. Springer is a 
company that hardly innovates but does manage to maintain its market position by 
digitizing its products and operate cost efficient. 
 
Our research shows potential for understanding how different firms in the same 
industry deal with a common crisis situation and what result they get from new 
combinations. Research results from this method will be a helpful resource for 
managers and researched who try to understand in what development stage firms 
currently are and what measures they take trying to cope with crisis. Managers could 
use this model as a information resource to benchmark company performance against 
competitors. However, our conclusion that similar new combinations do work for one 
firm and not for the other suggests that there are underling causes for these mixed 
results. The model of Abcouwer and Parson describes management culture as a key 
driver for being able to successfully develop new combinations. Adding culture as a 
research dimension could help explaining some of the constricting results that we 
found in our research. Alternatively could the research be expanded to research among 
a larger group of companies, allowing quantitative analyses. 
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