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ABSTRACT
This paper concerns a real life case study and applies
the Adaptive Cycle of Change to an organization op-
erative in an industry that is normally not considered
when applying the cycle: the Food & Beverage market.
I specifically chose this industry because even though
it is often argued that the Adaptive Cycle is widely
applicable, so far most cases (if not all) concern ei-
ther large multinationals, governmental organizations,
or other businesses with offices. I wondered if and how
the cycle could be applied to a restaurant. This case
demonstrates the wide applicability of the Adaptive Cy-
cle - not only in terms of varying industries but also in
size and nature, as the cycle can be applied to a busi-
ness as small as the one described in this case, and is
also applicable to a person’s own life. Furthermore, it
provides an analysis of the phases and quadrants the
organization goes through.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The Adaptive Cycle of Change, or the Adaptive Cycle
of Resilience, is a model that describes the cyclic de-
velopment path that an organization follow in order to
come up with solutions to (disruptive) changes in the
internal or external environment [1]. Rather than just
in businesses that operate in the fast moving consumer
goods industry, governmental sector, or the industrial
market, I found that the Adaptive Cycle is also applica-
ble to small businesses in the Food & Beverage industry.

I conducted an interview with the owner of a Japanese
sushi bar called ’Sushi Me’, located in the center of Am-
sterdam, who, after having been explained the Adaptive
Cycle of Change, acknowledged the four phases, and
found it surprisingly applicable to his business. Having
worked at this restaurant for three years, I have a good
view of the organization. To gain more in-depth knowl-
edge I discussed the organization through the years with
the owner, analyzing a number of cycles. The main

questions I asked both him and myself are the follow-
ing:

• Which event has had the most impact on the restau-
rant and why?

• What made the organization fall into a crisis?

• What triggered change in your organization?

• What new combinations were made and which ones
were deemed feasible and ultimately implemented?

• In your opinion, can measurements be taken to
protect the organization against future undesir-
able events or to prevent the re-occurence of past
events?

It should be noted that this is a semi-open interview,
meaning that the above mentioned questions served as
a starting point for a more in-depth discussion that in-
cluded aspects not mentioned in the questions.

2. F&B VERSUS OTHER INDUSTRIES
What distinguishes the Adaptive Cycle in the F&B in-
dustry from other industries? There are a few differ-
ences between the application of the cycle to organi-
zations in the F&B industry and to firms in other seg-
ments. For one, results of implementations (change) are
usually seen faster than in other businesses. Take for
example changing the menu or giving discount, which
generally leads to an immediate increase in customers.
This change is less easily observable in many other in-
dustries. Furthermore, in the case of the sushi bar we
see that the organization generally does not stay in a
quadrant for a long time: as soon as a crisis is identified,
measures are taken and implemented as soon as possi-
ble. This can also be ascribed to the fact that for small
companies, the impact of a crisis is much stronger than
for larger corporations, who usually have a longer haul.
There is a more urgent need for change in small firms
as they might otherwise not survive. The shift from the
crisis to the new combinations quadrant in these type
of firms is therefore a swift one.
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Figure 1: The Adaptive Cycle in the Sushi Me context

3. SUSHI ME IN A THEORETICAL FRAME-
WORK

The Biggest Crisis in the Organization’s History
One of the most disruptive changes that triggered a cri-
sis in the sushi bar, was the sudden leaving of the sushi
chef two years ago. At the time, he was one of the two
sushi chefs employed (him being the most experienced
one), and he was well-known among the customers, who
often dropped by to say hi to him. Many regular cus-
tomers also only ordered when he was on duty, indicat-
ing their loyalty towards him. He eventually decided to
leave the sushi bar and start his own sushi bar, located
close to Sushi Me. One month after his announcement,
he left and took his most loyal customers with him.

The chef’s leaving had a direct impact on Sushi Me;
they lost many of their regular customers, and due to
the little time in-between the announcement and his
leaving, a new sushi chef was not found in due time
which meant the owner himself had to step in as in-
terim sushi chef. The other sushi chef’s inexperience
(he was relatively new) combined with the owner’s lack
of experience led to many complaints, and the fact that
the owner now had to work fulltime as a sushi chef
meant that he had less time for other business-related
activities, which damaged the organization. Monthly
turnover hit rock bottom and the owner was in the dark
as to what measurements he had to take. The lack of
knowledge about what was needed to get out of the cri-
sis caused the organization to stay in the crisis quadrant
longer than necessary.

New Combinations, Entrepreneurship, and Equilibrium
The shift to the new combinations quadrant was led by
possible solutions to end the crisis. The implementation
of these innovations made the business transition into
the entrepreneurship quadrant. A new, capable sushi
chef was hired, which ensured the quality of the food.
In order to compete with the increasing competition,
prices were lowered and new items were added to the
menu.

The most important change was the way customers
could place orders. The owner realized the importance
of the online web and noticed the popularity of on-
line ordering websites such as JustEat.nl and Thuisbe-
zorgd.nl. He realized that he could make up for his lost
customers by gaining new ones through the web. In the
past, the organization was dependent on word-of-mouth
promotion and newspaper advertisements, but by opti-
mally utilizing online services, it could reach a much
larger audience and with that, a larger customer base.
The owner decided to have a website created, including
a system that would make it possible for customers to
order online via the Sushi Me website. This was heav-
ily advertised with thousands of flyers and online ads
on Thuisbezorgd.nl.

Orders went up as complaints went down, customer sat-
isfaction increased and the stress that ruled the staff
before, now started to gradually reduce. Turnover in-
creased and eventually stabilized. The sushi bar then
slowly entered the equilibrium quadrant; a state of calm-
ness, with no urgent need for change. The owner was
certain about both what he wanted for his organization
and what it was capable of.



3.1 The Cycle Starts Again
From Crisis to New Combinations
A few months ago, the organization entered the crisis
phase as the number of orders decreased and less cus-
tomers dined at the restaurant. The extreme rise in the
number of sushi restaurants impose a major threat to
the sushi bar. Over the past few years, the number of
all-you-can-eat Japanese sushi restaurants has quickly
risen, with 2013 being the peak year when more than
twenty sushi restaurants opened its doors in Amster-
dam alone. It therefore becomes increasingly difficult
to compete with this popular concept. The price of an
average set menu at Sushi Me (approximately 20 euro)
does not differ much from the all-you-can-eat price (25
euro on average). The difference is that Sushi Me offers
fresh sushi made on the spot, whereas all-you-can-eats
have it pre-made and stored in the fridge. Further-
more, low quality ingredients are key to these kind of
restaurants (e.g. frozen fish as opposed to fresh fish).
All-you-can-eat restaurants are tailored to the Western
market: a lot of food for a relatively low price (Tomesen
2010).

The question is whether customers choose quality over
price, and even if so, it can be argued whether they
are actually aware of the differences. It then moved up
to the new combinations phase as it explored new op-
portunities and possibilities for change. The idea was
to have an external party create a monthly newsletter
and distribute this to 2000 customers. Furthermore,
more emphasis would be put on the sushi bar’s Face-
book page; it should be updated daily with fun and in-
formative feed. It was also decided to spend money on
Facebook advertising to increase awareness. The use
of fresh ingredients and high quality food would also
need to be strongly emphasized in advertisements to
make customers aware of what differentiates Sushi Me
from the large number of nearly identical all-you-can-
eat restaurants.

The Current and Future Quadrant: Entrepreneurship
and Equilibrium
The entrepreneurship phase started when the proposed
changes from the new combinations phase were imple-
mented. The person who had previously been respon-
sible for maintaining the Facebook page was fired and
a new part-time employee with a background in busi-
ness and marketing was hired for three times the salary
paid to the previous employee. The owner justifies this
decision by stating that “quality comes with a price
tag.” The newly implemented solutions are monitored
and evaluated; effectiveness of the new Facebook page
maintenance employee is measured by the numerical in-
crease in likes. The employee needs to reach a target of
1000 likes, which should be met by the end of the year.
These new solutions share the indirect goal of increas-
ing the amount of customers/orders and total turnover,

thereby getting the business back on track. As a result
of this, the restaurant will move up to the equilibrium
phase, where it stays until another crisis appears and
the cycle starts again.

4. CONCLUSION
This case shows the wide applicability of the Adaptive
Cycle of Change, and how it does not depend on orga-
nizational size nor the industry it operates in. Taking it
a step further, the Adaptive Cycle does not even need
to be applied to an organization: it can also be used
to describe one’s personal life, or that of someone else.
In order to successfully apply the cycle all internal and
external aspects that might play or have played a role
should be taken into account to ensure a correct analy-
sis.

As for taking measurements to either prevent or pro-
tect the organization against unforeseeable, undesirable
events, it should be noted that uncertainty and change
cannot ever be avoided, especially in this industry. As
Francois de la Rouchefoucauld once said;The only thing
that is constant, is change. There will always be un-
predictable impacting events that cannot be foreseen
(the so-called black swans). However, the magnitude
and frequency might be limited by constantly analyz-
ing both the internal and external environment, and in
particular focus on its changes and the consequences fol-
lowing those changes. These measurements are different
for every case as each application should be reviewed in
context; there is no ’one size fits all’.

Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the Adap-
tive Cycle of Change applied to the restaurant.
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