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Introduction 

According to the adaptive life cycle, every company will encounter a crisis at least once in its lifetime. 
Unfortunately, this also happens to be the case for a company named Xerox. Xerox produces and 
sells a range of colour and black-and-white printers, multifunction systems, photocopiers, digital 
production printing presses, and renders related consulting services and supplies. 
Xerox can be considered as a “perfect example” that has gone through all the stages of the adaptive 
life cycle. The adaptive cycle consists of four phases, namely equilibrium, crisis, new combinations 
and entrepreneurship. These stages can occur simultaneously. This paper will explore and analyse the 
history of Xerox using the theory of the adaptive life cycle. 
Xerox is a company with an ambidextrous structure. This means that at the one hand, Xerox tried to 
explore new competences (long-term success) and on the other hand tried to exploit existing 
competences (short-term success) simultaneously. With an ambidextrous structure, both departments 
are linked but do not depend on the same resources. In this way, it should be more feasible to 
organise these two contradicting structures. However, while being structured in an ambidextrous way, 
Xerox failed to manage exploration and exploitation. Below, it is explained what went wrong.  
 

From Equilibrium heading towards a crisis; an outside perspective 

In the 1960s and 1970s Xerox was the main player in the area of photocopying. Back then, Xerox 
focused on improving and sustaining its high-margin products. Xerox had worldwide success which 
was estimated at 4 billion dollars (Hamel & Prahalad, 1989). Xerox did not believe that other 
companies were able to outperform them. However, in 1970 Canon entered the market. Canon 
appeared to be in the camera business at the time it entered the market, before they became a leader 
in copiers, so Canon was not perceived to be a competitor.  
It took some time, but between 1980 and 1988, Canon grow with 264%, by offering a new product; 
personal copiers. It is especially interesting to see that a small company like Canon beat an industry 
giant such as Xerox with a lower R&D budget  (Prahalad & Hamel, 1990).  
 

New combinations and Entrepreneurship; an inside perspective 

At the time when Xerox was still market leader, Xerox’ Research and Development department (R&D) 
focused on the development of new products. Xerox drove into a crisis, since they were not able to 
commercialise the breakthroughs they accomplished in their R&D department. Examples of these 
breakthroughs are the Mouse, Personal Computer (PC), Graphical User Interface (GUI), Ethernet, and 
Laser Printer. 
However, these new developments were rejected by the board of directors, who failed to perceive the 
commercial opportunities in most of these innovations. This short-sightedness on part of the 
management, and the communication gap between marketing and research divisions, resulted in 
Xerox’ failure to capitalise its innovation which in turn affected Xerox financially and led Xerox to a 
crisis (IBS Case Development Centre, 2006). 
Later on, the board of directors ordered their engineers to share their ideas with Apple. These ideas for 
new technologies were taken on by Apple, and left Xerox not only empty-handed but also showed 
how innovative their inventions really were. It has been argued by Steve Jobs that if Xerox would have 
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adopted the inventions of their R&D centre, they could have owned the entire computer industry 
(Forbes, 2012).  
In this way, it is evident that Xerox was unable to renew products, which was needed to retain their 
long-term competitive advantage.  
 
 

Conclusion 

The above-mentioned story, perfectly describes the innovator dilemma with which Xerox struggled. In 
highly dynamic markets, it is not enough to just strive for a bigger market share and improve existing 
products. A company has to focus, at the same time, on inventing new products for the future. A good 
way to do is, is implementing an ambidextrous organisation. However, one has to think of how this will 
be put into practice. The short-sightedness of management and the communication gap between 
different departments, resulted in Xerox not being able to benefit from this organisational structure.   
By not acknowledging new competitors and failing to introduce new products to stay in the 
equilibrium phase, Xerox came into a heavy crisis. Luckily, Xerox survived the crisis and therefore had 
the opportunity to focus on rearranging the company. In addition, Xerox is currently considered as one 
of the top 50 disruptive companies according to MIT Technology Review (MIT Technology Review, 
2011). Hopefully, Xerox learnt from its mistakes and will not encounter any crises anymore.  
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