
	  
	  

 
 
 

 

 

Adaptive Capacity of Business 
Organizations 

 
 

 
 

By  
Tomas Kolka 

 
 
 

 A thesis submitted to the Faculty of Science  
in partial fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of  

MSc in Business Information Systems 
 

 

July 2013



	  
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  
	  

	  

“The general rule of biological and social processes is heterogenisation, and what survives is 
not the strongest, but the most symbiotic.”  

Magoroh Maruyama (1973) 
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Summary	  
	  

There are three main sections in the thesis. In the first section, the introduction to the topic 
represents part 1. The research design and methodology used is presented in part 2. 
“Theoretical Framework”, provides a literature review on adaptive capacity and some of its 
most significant counterparts in part 3, which is subsequently analysed, evaluated and 
concluded in part 4. 

The second section, “Application to Practice”, begins in part 5 with an introduction to the 
design used for the research and continues with an overview of the subjects explored in part 6. 
Information regarding the construction of the data collecting tool – questionnaire is to be 
found in part 7 which is followed by the data analysis in part 8. Results of the study are to be 
found in part 9 and conclusion in part 10. Part 11 is reserved for the list of bibliography 
used for this study. 

The third section consists of appendixes (mostly transcripts of interviews and lists of figures 
and tables). 
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Section	  One	  –	  Theoretical	  Framework	  

1. Introduction 
 

This paper attempts to contribute to general understanding of some issues that affect the 
ability of business organizations to remain healthy or become critically endangered both 
during times of stability as well as during times of turbulence. In regards to this effort, 
attention is paid to circumstances that arise when gradual or episodic change occurs. Besides 
business structures the observations described on following pages exhibit certain level of 
relevance to a number of other social systems as well. 

In the process of gathering thoughts about how life of organizations in question evolves a lot 
of inspiration was derived from Mother Nature or, perhaps more precisely, from her devoted 
observers – ecologists. Prominent researchers like Gunderson, Holling, Walker, Salt and some 
others have been preoccupied with exploration of similarities between ecological and social 
structures for many years. The fact that ecological systems and man-made organizations alike 
bear so many common features is indeed fascinating. This, among other things is the reason 
why examples from nature are often used throughout the paper to more or less metaphorically, 
describe phenomena that commonly take place in business organizations.   

Following the steps of the above mentioned pioneers, the author of this study basically derives 
from adaptive cycle metaphor and devotes a large part of the theoretical framework to its 
explanation. The cyclical character of all systems - man made or not - seems to be inevitable, 
sometimes to a great disappointment of those captured within such systems. 

As one of the scales of social domain of social-ecological systems, companies too operate in 
cycles and at the same time they are nested in panarchies (Gunderson and Holling 2002) , 
meaning that there are both larger scales above them, as well as smaller scales below them 
operating at their own pace. Change can and is very likely to occur in external environment of 
companies which directly creates pressure for change in the internal environment. At the same 
time, during peaceful times of steady growth, rigidities naturally accumulate inside of 
companies even without the influence of external variables, which is another frequent cause 
of significant crises. Change is happening all the time and everywhere we look – in financial 
sphere, economics, politics, demographics and last but not least in technologies - especially in 
developments in ICT which together with their global effects Abcouwer and Parson (2011) 
see as the main driver of crisis. Modern organizations have to face the challenge of remaining 
adaptable so that they can respond to everything that happens in both their local and global 
environment. In his book on political order, Fukuyama (2011) states that it becomes 
increasingly clearer that organizations can no longer assume that current successes will be 
sustainable in the future. In a world where novelty across the spectre is becoming a daily 
routine, only the most capable of adaptation can survive.  
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Therefore companies need to cultivate the right strategies, structures, management and culture 
in a way that makes it possible for them to stay in the game. Innovation should be at the core 
of such efforts since it can help avoiding disasters or, if such scenarios are unavoidable, it can 
contribute to better utilization of capital released in cases of regime shifts caused by major 
events of disturbance. 

One of the ambitions of this qualitative study is to elaborate on some of the significant 
findings of the above mentioned (and some other) scientists and test the available knowledge 
in the real life of business entities. The ultimate goal of the study presented in this paper is 
construction of a tool that would contribute to understanding of general resilience of business 
organizations. Fulfilment of this objective should be achieved by combination of scientific 
methods such as literature review, data collection from selected population sample, 
transcription, coding, data analysis and logical deduction. 
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2. Research Questions 
 
 
The main research question and sub-question of this study are formulated as follows: 
 
What are the critical variables that reinforce the level of long term 
resilience of business organizations? 
 

What is the hierarchical order of variables in question when compared to each other? 
 
An investigation was designed in the attempt to answer these questions. Methodology 
used for achievement of the above stated goals is discussed in detail in part 5. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



4	  
	  

3. Theoretical Framework 
 

In this chapter theories and phenomena that represent important milestones in understanding 
sustainability in corporate domain are presented and analysed. The intention is to highlight the 
relevance of these concepts to the subsequent assessment of viability of social systems, or 
more specifically, business organizations. In later – practical part of the study, each of the 
relevant concepts is tested for its potential impact on sustainability. 

 

3.1. Adaptive Cycle 
	  

In the words of Resilience Alliance1 (a research organization comprised of scientists and 
practitioners from various disciplines who collaborate to explore the dynamics of social-
ecological systems) the adaptive cycle concept is introduced as follows:   

The model of the adaptive cycle was derived from the comparative study of the dynamics of 
ecosystems. It is meant to be a tool for thought. It focuses attention upon processes of 
destruction and reorganization, which are often neglected in favour of growth and 
conservation. Including these processes provides a more complete view of system dynamics 
that links together system organization, resilience, and dynamics. 

 

Three	  properties	  
	  

In case examples of regional development and ecosystem management (Gunderson et al. 
1995b), three properties seemed to shape the future response of the ecosystems, agencies, and 
people: 

• The resilience of systems, a measure of their vulnerability to unexpected or 
unpredictable shocks; 

• The degree of connectedness between internal controlling variables and processes, a 
measure that reflects the degree of flexibility or rigidity of such controls – i.e., their 
sensitivity or not to external variation; 

• The potential available for change, since that determined the range of options possible 
 

These three properties are further discussed in following sections of the Theoretical 
Framework: 3.2. Resilience 3.3. Connectedness and 3.4. Potential for Change – Adaptive 
Capacity. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  http://www.resalliance.org/	  
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Phases	  of	  the	  cycle	  
	  

In relation to change, Gunderson and Holling (2002) identify two main dimensions: 
exploitation (r phase) i.e., rapid colonization of recently disturbed areas, and conservation (K 
phase) i.e., accumulation and storage of energy and material. In relation to organizations these 
phases are equivalents to the entrepreneurial markets (r) and bureaucratic hierarchies (K).  

To make the picture complete, two additional phases are needed to be described:  release (Ω 
phase) i.e., state in which accumulation of biomass and nutrients (capital) becomes 
increasingly fragile (over-connected, in systems terms) until suddenly released by agents 
which trigger disturbances.   This phase is sometimes interchangeably referred to as creative 
destruction (Schumpeter 1950). The other phase is reorganization (a phase) i.e., state in which 
new species (or new entrepreneurs) enter the territory in order to benefit from the upcoming 
phase of exploitation. In industries and societies this is essentially an equivalent to innovation 
and restructuring which commonly occurs during times of economic recession. a phase is the 
condition for the greatest uncertainty – the greatest chance of unexpected forms of renewal as 
well as unexpected crises.  

 

Figure 1: Adaptive Cycle (Gunderson and Holling, 2002) 

	  

 

It is perhaps interesting to note that each of the above mentioned phases lasts for different 
amounts of time – the progression from r to K tends to be long and gradual, while the one 
from K to Ω as well as the one from Ω to a tends to be sudden and rapid.   

For an economic or social system, the accumulating potential could as well be from the skills, 
networks of human relationships, and mutual trust that are incrementally developed and tested 
during the progression from r to K (Gunderson and Holling 2002). This issue is described in 
more detail in Tightness of Feedback - a subsection of part 3.4.  
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As the progression to the K phase proceeds, the accumulating nutrient and biomass resources 
become more and more tightly bound within existing vegetation, preventing other competitors 
from utilizing them. The potential from other use is high, but it is expropriated and controlled 
by the biota and processes of the ecosystem in place. That is the system’s connectedness 
increases, eventually to become overconected and increasingly rigid in its control. The actual 
change is triggered by agents of disturbance such as wind, fire, disease etc. The released 
resources can then be used in the upcoming a phase.  

As the system shifts from a to r, some of the potential leaks away because of the collapse of 
organization; some of the accumulated resources literally leave the system. In addition, new 
entrants, those that survived to the a phase, and the ”biotic legacies” of past cycles (Franklin 
and MacMahon 2000) begin to sequester and organize resources in a process that leads to the 
r species establishing founding rights over the remaining capital.	  	  	  

Again – with a bit of imagination it is not very difficult to see the above described pattern 
provided by Gunderson and Holling (2002) in corporate life, where accumulated rigidities 
often become cause of crisis, which is then followed by efforts to restructure (Hurst and 
Zimmerman 1994; Hurst 1995).  

 

Limitations	  of	  adaptive	  cycle	  
	  

At this point it should be in place to point out that the authors of adaptive cycles metaphor 
themselves admit and emphasize its imperfection. In their modesty they go to such lengths 
that they even refuse to call it a theory since the model is rather general and appears to be 
applicable even to non-living systems. To illustrate this notion on an example, a parallel can 
be drawn with Per Bak’s (1996) sand pile model in which sand (potential) is added to the pile 
until a criticality (overt rigidity) is reached and then, due to ongoing addition of sand 
(indifference to thresholds) the pile eventually collapses under its weight and releases an 
avalanche (release of potential) of sand. The one critical grain of sand in this model can be 
seen as the agent (fire, wind, new CEO, a revolutionary) responsible for unleashing of what is 
referred to as Ω phase in adaptive cycles metaphor. 

Unlike such physical systems however, Gunderson and Holling claim that living systems 
utilize inventions, mutations, mistakes etc  and thus become capable of evolving into new 
forms through processes of rearrangement. Nevertheless, in spite of the admitted existence of 
limitations of the presented framework, still, a good deal of similar patterns unwind across a 
multitude of evolution processes of both living and non-living systems.   
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No	  escape	  from	  the	  adaptive	  cycle?	  
	  

In order to handle the generalizability of the adaptive cycles more accurately, Gunderson and 
Holling tried to find some examples that would serve as significant exceptions to the 
paradigm. The criterion chosen for the purpose of identifying such examples was the way 
external variability is treated by the system in question. Three options of dealing with 
variability were presumed: 

A. Living passively with external variability by evolving appropriate adaptations 
B. Controlling variability actively, minimizing its internal influence 
C. Anticipating, creating, and manipulating variability 

Since the adaptive cycle metaphor was created after studying exclusively examples of the B. 
strategy, logically, in the attempt to find exceptions, examples of systems evolving around A. 
and C. strategy were studied instead. Besides two examples of ecologic systems two 
additional were observed in bureaucratic environment and industry.  

In the attempt to answer the question of whether there are such human organizations to which 
the adaptive cycle does not apply in its entirety, one argument was strongly in favour to the 
likelihood that there should indeed be exceptions. It was represented by the premise that 
humans, unlike the actors in other systems, possess the capacity to foresee.  

Therefore we should be more or less able to predict and control our future and by implication 
the future of organizations in which we are active. 

After studying a number of large organizations for the above mentioned purpose however, a 
disappointing truth had revealed itself – the adaptive cycle seemed to apply to all cases 
examined. In all cases  bureaucracy attempted to reinvent itself in a series of crises and 
responses to crises but having difficulty doing so because of a lack of external competitors 
(Light et al. 1995). 

Every examined effort to adapt to external variability, even if (or especially if) successful, 
was followed by a seemingly inevitable process of rigidification. What follows after a critical 
level of rigidity is reached has been described on previous pages but to summarize it in short 
one more time: a decrease of resilience occurs in such scenarios.  

Ironically, examined systems achieved such undesirable outcomes due to efforts to stabilize 
production for economic reasons.  Optimization of critical variables for achieving such goals 
took form of decreasing of diversity which for example in ecosystems according to 
Gunderson and Holling (2002) results into more spatial uniformity and some other 
undesirable features that cause more sensitivity to disturbances that otherwise could be 
absorbed. The authors put it precisely as follows: 

“Short-term success in stabilizing production reduces natural variability, so that the stability 
landscape shifts and evolves to reduce adaptive capacity. Short-term success in optimizing 
production leads to long-term surprise.”  
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The former head of Shell Oil Company's Strategic Planning Group, Arie de Geus who 
introduced the concept of the learning organization, comments on such maltreatment in his 
work on organizational longevity by saying the following: 

“Organizations are rationally managed according to the command and control principle and 
in the eyes of the shareholders, they are a money machine instead of a social organism/system 
(Geus de, 1997; Abcouwer and Parson, 2011).” 

In conclusion, the moral of the narration so far is that decision makers who choose to take the 
“easy-path” should not be surprised when, subsequently, a shift into (often irreversible) 
alternative states takes place in their system. That, of course, has a multitude of implications 
across the spectre – policy making agencies experience change in their structures and are 
forced to adjust their modus operandi, related industries become more rigid as well and the 
society in general faces a crisis of often considerable magnitude. 

Therefore, a good question to ask at this point is: what are the features that make business 
organization a social system? For, the logic suggests that they are the very features that should 
be highlighted and optimized / fostered.  Further attention to this question is paid and a 
potential answer is given in sub-sections of part 3.4.: Structure; Modularity; Innovation 
through modularization and Tightness of feedback.	  

	  

3.2. Resilience 
	  

A crucial feature of systems (ecological and social alike) to consider for the purpose of this 
study is their proneness to shift into alternative stable states.  Carpenter et al. (2002) describe 
this phenomenon as follows: 

“Ecosystems do not have a single equilibrium with homeostatic controls to remain near it. 
Rather, multiple equilibria commonly define functionally different states. Normal movements 
of variables between states maintain structure, diversity, and resilience. Nonlinear features of 
processes of predation, reproduction, competition and nutrient dynamics create the multiple 
equilibria. Stochastic forces and interactions between fast variables and slow ones mediate 
the movements of variables among those equilibria.” 

According to the European Monitoring Centre on Change2, resilience constitutes an essential 
competitive advantage in unstable times when companies are forced to change more radically 
and rapidly than ever before. 

For the purpose of this study, two definitions of resilience were considered. First and the more 
traditional concentrates on stability near an equilibrium steady state, where resistance to 
disturbance and speed of return to the equilibrium are used to measure the property (Pimm 
1984; Tilman and Downing 1994). This is often referred to as engineering resilience.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2www.eurofound.europa.eu	  
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The second definition emphasizes conditions far from any equilibrium steady state, where 
instabilities can flip a system into another regime of behaviour – i.e., to another stability 
domain (Holling 1973). This is known as ecosystem resilience.  

A lot has been written on the topic of inappropriate optimization, i.e., practice in which 
systems are being held in frozen state in order to achieve artificially maintained equilibria.  It 
is perhaps interesting in this respect to point out, that Holling (1986) states that policies and 
management that apply fixed rules for achieving constant yields (e.g., fixed carrying capacity 
of cattle or wildlife, or fixed sustainable yield of fish or wood), independent of scale, lead to 
systems that increasingly lose resilience – i.e., to systems that suddenly break down in the 
face of disturbances that previously could be absorbed. 

Folke (2006) reminds that resilience should not be only understood as the capacity of a system 
to stay persistent or robust. Smit and Wandel (2006) claim, that resilience provides adaptive 
capacity in a way that it can also be seen as the ability of a system to renew itself and – 
perhaps more importantly (although the later could not be without the former) to find new 
trajectories. Folke continues by saying that the self-organizing process draws on temporal and 
spatial scales above and below the system in focus (Nystrom and Folke, 2001; Gunderson and 
Holling, 2002). This is why the concept of resilience in relation to social–ecological systems 
incorporates the idea of adaptation, learning and self-organization in addition to the general 
ability to persist disturbance (hence the sub-section Self-organization in part 3.6). 

Carpenter (2001) therefore contributed with yet another interpretation of resilience (besides 
already mentioned engineering resilience and ecosystem resilience) i.e., social-ecological 
resilience which can be introduced as: 

• the amount of disturbance a system can absorb and still remain within the same state 
or domain of attraction 

• the degree to which the system is capable of self organization (versus lack of 
organization, or organization forced by external factors) 

• the degree to which the system can build and increase the capacity for learning and 
adaptation. 
 

Table 1: A sequence of resilience concepts, from the more narrow interpretation to the 
broader social–ecological context (Folke, 2006) 

Resilience	  Concept	   Characteristics	   Focus	  on	   Context	  

Engineering	  resilience	   Return	  time,	  efficiency	   Recovery,	  constancy	   Vicinity	  of	  a	  stable	  
equilibrium	  

Ecological/ecosystem	  
resilience	  

Buffer	  capacity,	  
withstand	  shock,	  
maintain	  function	  

Persistence,	  
robustness	  

Multiple	  equilibria,	  
stability	  landscapes	  

Social-‐ecological	  
resilience	  

Interplay	  disturbance	  
and	  reorganization,	  
sustaining	  and	  
developing	  

Adaptive	  capacity,	  
transformability,	  
learning,	  innovation	  

Integrated	  system	  
feedback,	  cross	  
scale	  interactions	  
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Thresholds 
	  

Sudden as it may appear, a break down that triggers a shift of a system into an alternative state 
does not occur overnight or without a reason. Frequently, it is a result of a prolonged 
indifference to or a lack of awareness of thresholds. Unfortunately, humans often become 
aware of the existence of some of the critical limits only thanks to the negative consequences 
that occur after exceeding such concealed limits.  

There is a common agreement among scholars on the extent to which it is of crucial 
importance to watch thresholds. The reason for that is that they represent the limits that 
should not be exceeded as long as it is desirable for a system to remain operational and 
without too many irregularities.  
 
In order to understand systems it is essential to think about its variables and the speed with 
which they change. If there is too much change in one variable an occurrence of a new 
attractor that can potentially cause the system to switch to a new stable state can be expected. 
It is usually the slow variables that cause such drama. Because of their slow development they 
often go unnoticed. The problem with that is the fact that in order to get a system that 
underwent such tremendous change back to normal – to a state that allows its inhabitants 
(plants, animals and humans) to enjoy its former fertile conditions, an enormous effort is 
required. Walker and Soil (2006) argue that although in multi-scale social-ecological systems 
there are typically more than just one such variable, the governing forces that influence their 
trajectories are relatively few. If there were many more, systems would be in constant flux 
and therefore could not persist.  
 
Walker and Soil further claim that managing for resilience is all about understanding a social 
ecological system with particular attention to the drivers that cause it to cross thresholds 
between alternate regimes, knowing where the thresholds might lie and enhancing aspects of 
the system that enable it to maintain its resilience. 
 
A system, if envisaged as a ball moving around in a basin of attraction, should be managed for 
resilience by understanding how the ball is moving and what forces shape the basin. The 
threshold is the lip of the basin leading into an alternate basin where the rules change. The 
capacity of the actors in the system to manage resilience is described as adaptability. This 
might be by moving thresholds, moving the current state of the system away from a threshold, 
or making a threshold more difficult to reach. 
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Figure	  2:	  Ball-in-basin Illustration of Resilience (www.arctic-‐council.org) 
	  

 
 
A stable, resilient system (situation A) can cope with shocks and disturbances and keep its identity. In 
an unstable system (situation B), a small disturbance can push the ball over a threshold. Environmental and 
social changes (situation C) can make a system less resilient. 
 
 
More often than not, however, the critical variable that exceeded the threshold has to be 
reduced to a much lower level than before. This is often not possible without spending 
enormous expenses or it takes a very long time. If a social – ecological system shifts into an 
alternative state, both its dimensions will experience radical changes. This is why there should 
be enough acknowledgements of the linkages between the social and the ecological domains 
of a system. This, however, is where we traditionally fail in contemporary resource 
management. When a shift happens - even if it is possible to push such system back to its 
original desirable state it remains very fragile for a long time. That means even a little 
disturbance can break it again. The resilience of a social – ecological system depends on 
many factors, some of which are beyond the control of people living in a region (Walker and 
Soil, 2006). 
  
In cases when the presence of the new attractor is too strong and keeping the system in 
desirable state comes at an extremely high cost it might be best to think of alterative solutions.  
A land that has been used for ranching for decades can be still converted to a safari (and thus 
remain profitable) rather than continue serving for raising cattle despite the enormous costs of 
fighting droughts forever. 
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Considering the above mentioned it is perhaps in place to remind that a considerable part of 
professional literature (Abcouwer and Parson, 2011; Folke et al., 2002; Gunderson et al., 2002) 
often denote resilience as the ability for finding a new equilibrium at times when maintaining 
the old one artificially becomes increasingly difficult. 
 

3.3. Connectedness 
	  

Similarly to thresholds, Gunderson and Holling (2006) conclude that the level of 
connectedness deserves to be closely watched as well. An unhealthy increase of this variable 
in a system results into a set of undesirable features. Some of them are strengthening of the 
negative feedback (regulatory) couplings between elements of the system; increased 
transformation of kinetic capital into sequestered, potential capital; increased dominance by a 
few elements and relations; increasing efficiency in dealing with the known and expected; 
increasing autonomy of the system regarding its environment or external forces.  

 

Formation	  of	  connections	  during	  the	  fore	  loop	  
	  

It appears to be a good idea to start the narration with an introduction of a phenomenon that 
occurs during the progression from r to K frequently also referred to as the fore loop 
(illustrated in more detail together with the back loop in Appendix A). Gunderson and 
Holling (2002) describe it as follows:  

“The winners expand, grow, and accumulate potential from resources acquired. 
Connectedness between interrelated entities begins to increase because facilitation and 
contest competition between species inexorably increases as expansion continues.  

A subset of species begins to develop close interrelations that are mutually supportive – i.e., 
they form self-organized clusters of relationships.”  

Formation of alliances at workplaces (both within and across departments), among companies, 
industries and nations is hardly a novel concept. During this phase resilience is high. 

Albert (1990) provides a further extension on formation of connectedness in an example 
derived from technology based economies. It is perhaps interesting to point out that in his 
example a phenomenon occurs, which bears a considerable similarity to what is entitled by 
Gunderson and Holling (2002) as institutional memory: 

Policies that are appropriate to success in high-tech production and international trade would 
encourage industries to be aggressive in seeking out product and process improvements. They 
would strengthen the national research base on which high-tech advantages are built. They 
would encourage firms in a single industry to pool their resources in joint ventures that share 
up-front costs, marketing networks, technical knowledge and standards. They might even 
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foster strategic alliances, enabling companies in several countries to enter a complex industry 
that none could tackle alone. 

Albert’s words can be interpreted as an example illustrating how slow and large systems 
(markets) provide useful know-how (policies), accumulated over years, to systems operating 
at a faster pace one level below them (companies).    

Gunderson and Holling further continue in their description of what happens during the fore 
loop phase: 

The future starts to be more predictable and less driven by uncertain forces outside the control 
of the system. The actors, whether species or people, develop systems of relationships that 
control external variability and, by so doing, reinforce their own expansion.  

 

More	  connectedness	  –	  less	  diversity	  
	  

At around the same time another phenomenon occurs. Diversity of species peaks just as 
intense competition and control begin to squeeze out those less able to the changing 
circumstances. It is during the intermediate stages of ecosystem succession, for example, that 
the greatest variety of speeches is found (Bormann and Likens 1981; Conell 1978).  

As the system evolves toward the conservation phase, K, connectivity among the flourishing 
survivors intensifies, and new entrants find it increasingly difficult to enter existing markets.  

Victorian economist Alfred Marshal says the following in his 1890 Principles of Economics: 
„if firms‘ production costs fall as their market share increase, a firm that simply by good 
fortune gained a high proportion of the market would be able to best its rivals.“ 

Arthur (1990) extends on this theory by saying that: „increased production brings additional 
benefits: producing more units brings more experience in the manufacturing process and 
achieving more understanding of how to produce additional units even more cheaply. 
Moreover experience gained with one product or technology can make it easier to make more 
products incorporating similar or related technologies. 

There are of course many more examples of how increasing of market shares can reinforce the 
advantageous position of entities in question.  

They can be found in the existing body of contemporary economical literature. Interestingly, 
their common denominator is innovation as a main tool for achieving expansion. In fact, 
thinking of the impact of innovation on gaining and maintaining new territories throughout 
the history of military warfare one has to conclude that innovation (in nature represented by 
evolution) is maybe the most important engine that pushes forward all forms of life on Earth. 
Hence the sub-section of part 3.4.: Innovation. 
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Together	  we	  are	  strong	  (but	  for	  how	  long?)	  
	  

However, before looking closely at innovation it is perhaps necessary to emphasise that 
systems at the peak of their conservation phase are in spite of their leading position far from 
being invincible. Levin (1999) argues that in connectedness are the seeds of major change, the 
release and reorganization described by Gunderson and Holling who teach in their book on 
panarchies that in cases of extreme and growing rigidity, all systems become accidents 
waiting to happen. Such scenarios might be triggered by random events such as new critic 
appointed to the board of directors, or an election of a new minister. This is typical for the 
progression from K to Ω at which phase it is indeed needless to say that resilience is low. It is 
the time of Schumpeter’s (1950) proverbial creative destruction. Bureaucratic structures might 
be shattered, directors and their teams fired and thus, capital is released and temporarily 
floating around in chaos.  

According to Franklin and MacMahon (2000), in progression from Ω to a resources 
accumulated in past cycles form the new potential. At this time connectedness is usually very 
low, resilience high and reorganization is re-enabled. New species (entrepreneurs) may enter 
the scene and diversity starts to bloom again. 

 

3.4. Potential for Change - Adaptive Capacity 
	  

Since there seems to be no escape from the adaptive cycle a solution might lie in active 
searching for new equilibriums. In this section, some guidelines for such kind of initiative are 
introduced and analysed.  

What can be understood by potential for change depends on specific situation of the system in 
question as requirements for changing different systems vary. Besides economic potential it is, 
of course, crucial to mention social or cultural potential which could be represented by the 
character of the accumulated networks of relationships, friendships, mutual respect and trust 
among people and among people and institutions of governance (Gunderson and Holling 
2002).  According to scientists, social capital needs to be constantly fostered because it is 
essential for mankind’s capacity to foresee the development of systems in which it operates.   

 

Curiosity	  
	  

In professional literature, curiosity is commonly referred to as one of the qualities, whose 
possession draws the line between winners (temporary survivors?) and those who are destined 
to lose the battle of organizational longevity. 

If present, it reflects among other things for example into the willingness of decision makers 
to invest into innovation. Extending on the notion from part 3.2. about pursuit of new 
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equilibriums being the way to go it is perhaps in place to assert that a curious organization is 
an adaptive organization. Fukuyama (2011) who came up with the concept of adaptive 
organization indirectly draws a bridge between curiosity and adaptability in his definition:  

“The adaptive organization can evaluate a changing external environment and modify its own 
internal procedures in response”. 

In spite of its crucial value, quite commonly however, curiosity is looked down upon with 
mistrust and fear on the side of executives, which seemingly irrational as it might be from the 
long-term perspective, has to do with efforts to conserve the status quo.  

Novelty, after all, has very often been obstructed, preferably in its prenatal stage, for the very 
same set of reasons throughout the history of mankind3. With a little bit of curiosity it might 
not even be necessary to travel back in time as far as to the times of the holy inquisition to 
find some examples 

 

 

Figure 3: Curiosity leads to new Eqilibriums (interpretation of the author of this document) 

 

Abcouwer and Parson (2011) see curiosity as the core competence that, in the process of searching for new 
equilibriums, renders directly into organizations’ capacity to stay ahead of crisis by thinking in scenarios and 
innovation development. 

 

	  	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	  Jean-François Lyotard, a postmodern theorist, has applied the term homeostasis to societal 'power 
centers' that he describes as being 'governed by a principle of homeostasis,' for example, the scientific 
hierarchy, which will sometimes ignore a radical new discovery for years because it destabilises 
previously accepted norms. 	  
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Abcouwer and Parson further develop the model under terms pride of the existing (provision 
of room and means for curiosity) and curiosity for the new (formation of basis for strategic 
choices) around which an ideal organization culture should evolve.	  

Typically, these two qualities are rarely found in just one person. More often than not, they 
stem from forces that, due to their contradictionary worldview tend to find themselves in 
competition with each other. Herein lays the challenge that contemporary organizations must 
resolve. The ability to bring those two groups into a balance and effectively work together is 
often referred to as organizational ambidexterity. 

 

Timing	  
	  

If development of life of organizations is to be inevitably characterized by its cyclic nature, it 
seems to be worthwhile for organizations to pay attention to anticipation of where they are 
standing in a cycle at any given time. Such self-awareness gives way to appropriate reaction 
to a specific situation. Thinking, for example, in terms of Porter’s product life cycle (Porter 
1980), it is beneficial for an organization to know in which phase (introduction, growth, 
maturity, decline) a product in question is. Abcouwer and Parson (2011) specify it as follows: 

“If an organization wishes to further develop, then this is only possible if a new introduction 
phase is initiated as early as the decline phase, during which chaos and crisis are already 
occurring/threatening”. 

 

Innovation	  
 

Innovation is widely regarded as the key element in business success and economic growth 
(Drucker, 2003). Egbu et al. (2001) see innovation as the successful exploitation of an idea, 
which is new to the unit of adoption. They further claim that it can also be viewed as a 
process dependent on the tacit knowledge of individuals, motivated by the capacity for 
intuition and creativity in every human being. Therefore, the cultivation of an environment 
conducive to human creativity and freedom of thought is essential for innovation generation. 
According to Hamel (2000) Breakthrough innovations in particular represent a key 
competitive strategy in turbulent, unstable and hypercompetitive business environments.  

Also Gunderson and Holling (2002) state that it is important to recognize conditions needed 
for fostering novelty and experiment. The timing is of particular importance here, because 
novelty becomes possible when connectedness is low and resilience is high. The low 
connectedness permits novel re-assortments of elements that previously were tightly 
connected to one another. The high resilience allows tests of those novel combinations 
because system-wide costs of failure are low.    
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Egbu et al. (2001) argue that knowledge management and intellectual capital management are 
important pre-requisites for process that lead to innovativeness to succeed. They further claim 
that the role of culture, networking (see Tightness of feedback), motivation, organisational 
systems and structure (see Structure and Modularity) are important for process and product 
innovations. 
 
Stewart (1994) argues that an organisation’s capacity to innovate depends considerably on the 
knowledge and expertise possessed by its staff, assets that can vanish overnight. Therefore, 
managing that knowledge is an essential requirement for innovative organisations. Knowledge 
management according to Egbu and colleagues is about harnessing the different types of 
knowledge or intellectual capital in an organisation so that they can be commercially 
exploited, leading to competitive advantage. 
 
Researchers distinguish among different forms of innovation. Product innovation is a term 
that describes a phenomenon whose outcome is a new product. Process innovation deals with 
Dynamics that involves new, more sophisticated methods of production. Furthermore, 
Damanpour, 1987 distinguishes between radical (response to crisis or pressure from the 
external environment) and incremental (step by step changes) innovation. 
 
 
Another source of dispute among scholars has been the origin of innovation. Some (Madique, 
1980; Rogers, 1983) argue that individual is the bearer of innovativeness, whereas others (e.g. 
Kimberly and Evanisko, 1981) represent the structuralist theory according to which the 
organizational structures are the source of innovation. According to Shepard (1967), who 
defends the individualist theory, an innovative individual is a “self-actualizing” person, who 
works as an autonomous individual with self-worth, not conceding to organisational 
conformity. However, as Egbu (2001) and numerous others assert – the environment that is 
favourable to such individuals (bearers of valuable tacit knowledge) must be created by senior 
managers (see the related discussion in section 3.5 Organizational Ambidexterity). 
 
Tatum (1987) highlights yet another important factor – organizational culture, which should 
ideally be achieved by committing resources, allowing autonomy, tolerating failure and 
providing opportunities for promotion and other incentives. In this respect Senge (1990) 
claims that cultivation of a learning organisation is an essential requirement for knowledge 
managers. Another interesting phenomenon highlighted by Egbu and colleagues is creation of  
community of practice where social interaction of employees cultivates a knowledge sharing 
culture based on shared interests, thus encouraging idea generation and innovation. 
 
The study of Egbu and colleagues reports that examined organizations were mostly well 
aware of the importance of sharing tacit and implicit knowledge. The informal ways were 
mostly represented by verbal information sharing and basic social interaction, whereas the 
more formal ways were represented by regular meetings and intranet. Some of the 
organizations involved were participants of development programs such as s Investors in 
People and the Business Excellence Model (BEM). These were however, more suitable for 
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larger organizations since their assessment were considered to be too rigid for most of the 
small ones. Teamwork was commonly articulated term, playing important role in 
organizations’ culture.  
 
The above mentioned study can be clearly seen as widely generalizable and values examined 
by its authors seem to be of interest for any similar studies (including this one). 
 

Good	  management	  –	  bad	  news	  
	  

Natural as it might seem at the first sight, repeating what worked in the past can be rather 
dangerous for decision makers. Ironically, too much success sometimes causes negative 
outcomes in the long-term. A manager can easily become a victim of his or her own image of 
omnipotence. What follows in such scenarios can be summed up by saying, as the old adage 
goes: “pride precedes downfall”. Trying to repeat previously useful approaches to new 
situations is hardly a novel concept. In professional literature it is often referred to as path 
dependency.  

 

Liebowitz et al. (1999), sum up the phenomenon by saying that: “Most generally, path 
dependence means that where we go next depends not only on where we are now, but also 
upon where we have been." In such situations, as the process of rigidization sets in, Holling 
(2002) warns that systems become accidents waiting to happen.   

Anticipating a storm before seeing any clouds, of course, is not easy. Especially not in places 
where sunny weather had been the everyday routine for a seemingly never ending amount of 
time. Moreover, managers are expected to navigate their ships in very unpredictable seas, 
which does not contribute to their lives being free of hardship and mistakes. In this respect, 
variability is another concept to take into consideration. 

According to Beer (1981) and Abcouwer et al. (2011), for maintaining of security and 
equilibrium, the organization needs to have more variables / variations at its disposal than the 
competitors and/or environment it is confronted with. Unfortunately, in contradiction to this 
observation the good management usually opts for reduction of variations and strives for 
ongoing standardization. That is how organizations become more vulnerable to disturbances. 

 

The	  law	  of	  requisite	  variety	  
	  

The dynamics briefly described in previous section was originally introduced by Ahsby in his 
1956 Introduction to Cybernetics under the name of the Law of Requisite Variety. Ashby’s 
law as reviewed in a more recent publication of Robert B. Dilts (Dilts 1998) essentially says 
that “variety is required to regulate variety”. Dilts further elaborates on this by saying the 
following: 
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“According to system theory, our bodies, our societies, and our universe form an ecology of 
complex systems and sub-systems all of which interact with and mutually influence each other. 
Biological and social systems are based on certain “self-organizing’’ principles and 
naturally seek optimal states of balance or homeostasis. The Law of Requisite variety states 
that in order to successfully adapt, achieve or survive a member of such a system requires a 
minimum amount of flexibility. That amount of flexibility has to be proportional to the variety 
that member must contend with in the rest of the system”. 

Stafford Beer in his 1974 Designing Freedom goes to such lengths as referring to the law as 
“the dominant law of social systems.  

 

 

Figure 4: Simplified Interpretation of the Law of Requisite Variety (interpretation of the 
author of this document) 

 

 

In situation A, the internal environment of the system in question (let’s say a company) possesses greater variety 
(i.e., more agents – bearers of flexibility) than the relevant external environment. Thus the organization 
maintains competitive advantage and is theoretically well prepared to face surprises, should they arise from the 
external environment. The desirability of the situation is represented by the position of the “balance bar” which, 
in this scenario, is on the side of the external environment, leaving more manoeuvring space for the organization

Due to intervention of certain more conservative forces present in the system however, optimization is called for 
in order to minimize costs and maximize profitability. In consequence to such efforts, variety in situation B is 
decreased to “just-enough” level.  
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The system is still able to adequately respond to counter-balancing variety of forces stemming from the external 
environment but its resilience is now lower and its survival is dependent upon the mercy of fortune. As the 
equilibrium becomes more vulnerable the “balance bar” moves to the centre of the field. Ideally the ratio of 
internal and external variety should stay as described. 

However, due to ever changing character of the social-ecological systems (and possibly also better adaptive 
capacity of their other members), novelty arises in the external environment in situation C. It can be represented 
by introduction of rapid innovation, entry of new competitors, crisis etc. The external variety overwhelms the 
unprepared organization and pushes it onto a dangerously thin ice. Unless a set of quick adjustments in response 
to the new crises takes place (either in form of a new product, policies or management changes) the new 
situation can become fatal for the organization. The “balance bar” dangerously moves on the side of the internal 
environment, leaving very little manoeuvring space for the organization.  

If, however the adaptive capacity encaptured within the organization is sufficient, it might survive without 
having to wait for a miracle. Even if the fall from grace is inevitable, the potential represented by the previously 
cultivated social capital might prevent the absolute annihilation of the system. Innovation can occur (since now 
the forces that previously obstructed it are longing for it), advisers can be hired, alliances forged etc. That is how 
a new equilibrium is achieved in situation D. The “balance bar” returns to the middle of the field and resilience 
rises to the “just-enough” level again. It is needless to say, of course, that this is a very fragile peace.   

If stability manages to be upheld for long enough time however, the newly achieved prosperity, if reinforced 
with the influence of the “remember” function, will ideally lead to a new episode of precautionary cultivation 
of variety. In such case, a new version of situation A can be expected. 

 

Interestingly, requisite variety can be also seen as a cyclical paradigm as demonstrated in 
Figure 4. One should not, however, look at requisite variety exclusively through the lens of 
zero-sum game. Thinking in terms of system theory, which teaches that there are more types 
of interactions than just competition and conflict – interdependence and therefore cooperation 
are equally frequent to name a few. Milton Friedman said in the first episode of his 1990 Free 
to Choose TV show that most economic fallacies derive from the tendency to assume that 
there is a fixed pie, which one party can gain only at the expense of another. It is therefore 
vital to remind that the interpretation offered in Figure 4 is simplified and incomplete. No 
individual member of a system is really independent to a point that would make it possible for 
that member to stand out of the system or to fully control it. According to Dilts (1998), what 
really happens is that diversity in systems is being managed by being reduced, (attenuated), or 
regulated (absorbed).  

An example to help imagining what is meant by that is a shop whose early success attracts 
new customers with more specific demands. That means the external variety, or system 
variety increases to which the shop owner can react by widening the product range and hiring 
more staff to cater to needs of customers, which means the system variety would be absorbed.  

Another alternative would be to reduce the product range and instead specify more on just a 
few key products. That means the internal variety, or regulator variety is reduced in order to 
attenuate the system variety.  
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Dilts further points out that both these approaches bear certain possible risks as well as some 
advantages. Weakening the external variety by downsizing can lead to a significant loss of 
clients if carried out in an insensitive way.  

The unsatisfied demand for products and services will be absorbed by some other sections of 
the system (market) or remain waiting for eventual expansion of the original member.  

In some situations however, such initiative can be more rational than choosing the more costs 
intensive alternative represented by expansion. Downsizing below the threshold of regulatory 
variety however, is quite dangerous. 

Considering the pros and cons of both approaches it is recommended to choose to absorb the 
system variety and deal with the consequent costs by redistribution of regulatory variety 
utilizing new technologies, enabling customers to handle their own decisions,  abolishment of 
vertical hierarchies, coaching and team building. This is where learning comes into the play 
and some of these techniques of smart use of resources are discussed in more detail in part 
3.5. 

There are multiple situations that can arise due to discrepancies in ratio between regulatory 
and system variety. Their common denominator is that none of them is desirable for a system 
as a whole. Apparently, the only truly desirable situation is the equilibrium, as described in 
this case in situation D of the Figure 4. The possible undesirable situations are: 

 

Table 2: The possible undesirable situations caused by discrepancies in ratio between 
regulatory and system variety 

Lack	  of	  system	  variety	   Diversity	  needs	  to	  be	  fostered	  in	  the	  system.	  

Too	  much	  regulatory	  
variety	  

E.g.,	  a	  situation	  in	  which	  eight	  managers	  control	  three	  employees.	  It	  is	  
advisable	  to	  flatten	  the	  hierarchy	  in	  order	  to	  enable	  employees	  to	  have	  

access	  to	  greater	  decision	  making	  power.	  	  

Stuck	  in	  the	  euphoria	  
of	  past	  success	  

Product	  and	  service	  range	  needs	  to	  be	  extended	  /	  adjusted.	  

Lack	  of	  regulatory	  
variety	  

Fostering	  skills	  is	  in	  place	  to	  avoid	  such	  situation.	  

Lack	  of	  competence	   Alternatives	  must	  be	  identified	  in	  order	  to	  deal	  with	  hardship.	  

Too	  much	  complexity	   Increase	  regulator	  variety	  using	  new	  models	  and	  tools.	  	  
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Structure	  
	  

After examining the importance of diversity in the previous section, it is in place to pay some 
attention to the optimal model of structure of organizations who aim for longevity.  Dyer et al. 
(2008) make a distinction between bureaucratic organizations and complex adaptive systems. 
The former tend to be more conservative in their behaviour which results into more leaning 
towards maintenance of status quo and implicitly to accumulation of dangerous rigidities as a 
side effect.  This is among other things caused by short-term goals orientation.  The later, on 
the other hand try to embrace complexity and, being familiar with the ever changing character 
of the globalized world, opt for achievement of temporary competitive advantage. Van Es’ 
(2008) interpretation of such adaptive systems extends on the picture by adding some more 
characteristic features that lead to emergence of conditions for corporate continuity. Some of 
them are: 

• Freedom  of choice 
• Commitment 
• Sharing power 
• Minimal defence 

Interestingly, when Royal Ducth Shell Group searched for the secret of organizational 
longevity during their early Eighties study, they found out similar qualities to be of core 
importance. 27 companies, older than Shell (who itself at that time was already almost 
hundred years old) were analysed. Some of them were two or three hundred years old (Booker 
McConnel, British American Tobacco, Mitsui, Sumitomo, Siemens, Kodak and others) and 
according to de Geus (1997) displayed a remarkable capacity for adaption to changing times, 
which he sees as the direct result of generations of their managers being masters of innovation. 
This helped them to successfully navigate throughout wars, technological change from steam 
to microchip and societal shifts from feudalism to capitalism. 

The core competences identified by Shell’s researchers to which in their view these 
organizations owed to their success were: 

• A Strong sense of community 
• Tolerance for change 
• Openness to the world 
• Financial conservatism 

A company that cultivates such qualities undoubtedly fits Dyer’s image of complex adaptive 
system. Considering the above mentioned, it is perhaps vital to remind what was already 
stated earlier in part 3.1 about organizations being often inadequately seen merely as money 
machines. That kind of management was apparently not the case of the 27 veteran 
organizations studied by Shell. In the view of de Geus, having a strong orientation on creation 
of cohesion, by decentralization, permitting experiments, observing changes at early stages 
and financial conservatism, these organizations became self perpetuating work communities 
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which created economic value merely as a means to live, in the same way that most people 
have a job that allow them to live, but that is not the sole purpose of their lives. 

Abcouwer and Parson (2011) state that the true recipe for enduring success lies in mastering 
the balance between innovation and rationalization. More about this issue is discussed in part 
3.6. 

 

Modularity	  
 

Modularity is a concept frequently mentioned in discussions about organizational structure 
and organizational longevity. Walker and Salt (2006) describe the paradigm as follows: 

“Modularity relates to the manner in which the components that make up a system are linked. 
Highly connected systems (lots of links between all components) means shocks tend to travel 
rapidly through the whole system. Systems with subgroups of components that are strongly 
linked internally, but only loosely connected to each other, have a modular structure. A degree 
of modularity in the system allows individual modules to keep functioning when loosely 
linked modules fail, and the system as a whole has a chance.“ 

Promoting the idea of smaller, easier to control subgroups in organizations and other social 
institutions is, of course, hardly a new initiative. Langlois (2000) claims that by breaking up a 
complex system into discrete pieces, which can then communicate with one another only 
through standardized interfaces within a standardized architecture, one can eliminate what 
would otherwise be an unmanageable spaghetti tangle of systemic interconnections. Langlois 
(2000) further asserts that organizations should design modular products and organize 
themselves internally around them. 

Simon (1962) argues for the criterion of decomposability in modular design, which he offers 
both as a prescription for human designers and as a description of the systems we find ready-
made in nature. To make the latter point he offers the parable of the watchmakers: 
 
 
Tempus and Hora both make complicated watch-systems from myriad parts, and both are 
interrupted frequently in their work. Tempus does not design his watches as decomposable 
systems, so every time he is interrupted and forced to set aside his work, the entire unfinished 
assembly falls to pieces. By contrast, Hora first builds stable subassemblies that he can then 
put together in hierarchic fashion into larger stable subassemblies. Thus, when Hora is 
interrupted, only the last unfinished subassembly falls apart, preserving most of his earlier 
work. In an evolutionary selection environment, such stability would be rewarded with 
survival. 
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It is the interdependence of many parts of Tempus’ watches that makes them difficult to 
assemble. A system that is an equivalent of such watches is nondecomposable, meaning its 
functioning is directly dependent on performance of every actor. Conversely, a decomposable 
system still depends on performance of actors active in its subsections but less so upon the 
performance of those in other subsections. The linkages between such subsections are 
represented by communication and as Langlois (2000) says – the communication in 
nondencomposable systems can become rather expensive feature to maintain. In relation to 
this observation Brooks (1975) states that costs of communication among workers will 
eventually outweigh the benefits of the division of labour as more and more workers are 
added to a project.  
Brooks even goes to such lengths as to consider a radical solution proposed by Parnas (1972) 
who came up with the concept of information hiding which essentially oscillates around the 
notion that employees who work in complex systems are better off when shielded from 
information unnecessary for their immediate day to date tasks. This concept has been for a 
long time considered to be a cornerstone of the contemporary object-oriented approach to 
computer programming.  
 
However, Langlois claims that a mere modularization of systems might not suffice or 
necessarily result into decomposability, since agents active in a module might still remain 
relatively strongly interdependent on their counterparts in other modules. Such 
interdependencies should be minimized in the name of protection of inner knowledge 
encapsulated in any particular module, unless the advantage of maintaining multiple know-
how generators is to be omitted.  
 
Baldwin and Clark (1997) suggest that decomposition of a system should involve division of 
information into visible design rules and hidden design parameters. The visible information 
should be consisting of three parameters: 
 

Table 3: The visible information about decomposition of a system 
 

Architecture	   specifies	  what	  modules	  are	  part	  of	  the	  system	  and	  what	  
are	  their	  functions	  

Interfaces	  	   describe	  how	  the	  modules	  interact	  together	  

Standards	   test	  a	  module’s	  conformity	  to	  design	  rules	  and	  measure	  
the	  module’s	  	  performance	  

	  

As discussed above – modularity, if done properly is a great feature to have in a system. Not 
only it decreases costs of communication across the system but it also provides a wide range 
of labour division related advantages. Naturally, such scenarios do not come into existence 
overnight nor are they easy do achieve. Initiation of the process of modularization requires 
prior detailed knowledge of the system in question. Even if that requirement is met, 
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complications might occur only when modules are finally assembled. In addition, modularity 
might not always be desirable. Considering the costs related to such transition, decision 
makers might want to think about whether or not it indeed makes sense to restructuralize.  
Langlois claims that such effort only makes sense in situation when systems operate in 
dynamic environment. Alexander  asserts that in urban design, often the best (i.e., durable and 
resilient) systems are those that develop through unselfconscious processes, meaning systems 
that were not developed according to strictly specified rules but these that were developed 
over prolonged periods of time through corrections of many mistakes that naturally occurred 
as the time passed.    

Sometimes nondecomposability can create incentives to deliver a high quality product. 
Knowing that a defect of any part would result into breakdown of the whole system, a lot of 
attention is paid to details. However a nondecomposable system is likely to eventually fail for 
example if change in the external environment occurs and competitors react to it with 
decomposability. To make the whole process even more complicated, Langlois reminds in 
respect to modularization that once it is achieved, remodulariztion might be necessary in 
result of ongoing learning about specifics of an organization. 

	  

Innovation	  through	  modularization	  
	  

Langlois and Robertson (1992) suggest that innovation that takes place through change in the 
modules can be referred to as modular innovation. The distinction should be kept between 
modular innovation and architectural innovation (Henderson and Clark, 1990). The later can 
be characterized by the unchanged content / design of modules but, at the same time, by 
the different way in which the modules are connected among each other. Just like in Lego – 
the shape of modules does not need to change in order to allow for multiple architectural 
assemblies. Another example of this phenomenon provided by Langlois and Robertson is 
found in personal computers. They too can be configured in multiple ways without the 
necessity to reinvent the individual parts. 

Of course, there are times when change of modules brings more benefit than mere 
recombination. Such changes however result into incompatibility of modules and therefore 
can be rather costly, which may lead to systems being stuck in inferior structure out of 
economical reasons.      

In respect to the above mentioned, Garud and Jain (1996)  call for a just-embedded system 
i.e., a system in which the visible design rules are firm enough to allow for modular and 
architectural innovation, but loose enough not to obstruct the development of the system. This 
was successfully achieved for example in already mentioned case of personal computer, 
where the core parts and operating system have developed simultaneously in a way that 
allowed for modular innovation.  

Sanchez and Mahoney (1996) propose that modular products lead to modular organizations. 
According to them, different units involved in the process of designing of the products in 
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question are loosely coupled, operate autonomously and can be reconfigured without much 
complications. Researchers (Schilling and Steensma, 2001; Adamides et al., 2005) claim that  
loosely coupled organizational forms allow organizational components and their 
corresponding resources to be flexibly recombined into a variety of configurations, thus 
increasing strategic flexibility by managing organizational knowledge in a way that facilitates 
specific forms of what Sanchez and Mahoney refer to as coordinated self-organizing 
processes.  
 
 
Furthermore, the reduction of managerial complexity, that is enabled thanks to modularization 
efforts, the structural, hierarchical function-based decomposition involved, results in the 
localization of the impacts of environmental disturbances within specific modules, increasing 
the immunity and adaptability of the overall organization in a turbulent environment 
   

Tightness	  of	  feedback	  
 

According to multiple sources of literature the role of social capital and its impact on 
companies’ viability is not to be underestimated. Social capital refers to the aggregate of the 
actual or potential resources that can be mobilized through social relationship and 
membership in social networks (Naphiet and Ghoshal, 1998). 

Oh et al. (2006) highlight the function of group social capital which they define as the set of 
resources made available to a group through group members’ social relationship within the 
structure of the group itself, as well as in the broader formal and informal structure of the 
organization. Seibert et al. (2001) extend on that by adding that group social capital in their 
view is a metaconstruct composed of both of resources flowing through relationship conduits 
and the configuration conduits and the configuration of conduits themselves. 

Another source describes social capital as a vital part of informal institutions (Rauf, 2009). 
According to Rauf, formal institutions can be laws, contracts, political systems, organizations, 
markets etc. whereas informal institutions are norms, traditions, customs, value systems, 
religions, social trends etc. North (1990) predicts that informal social institutions have a 
crucial impact on economic wellbeing. 

The domain in which social capital is formed is represented by social networks. Social 
networks allow trust to become transitive and spread: I trust you, because I trust her and she 
assures me she trusts you (Putnam, 1993).  

Fostering social networks and encouraging people in organizations to participate in them 
should therefore not be neglected. Putman, who is generally considered to be one of the 
pioneers of research of social capital, further suggests that in a society with high levels of trust, 
there is cooperation and feelings of reciprocity among its members which makes the 
environment more efficient than a distrustful society.  
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Rauf teaches that trust reflects directly in reduced information sharing costs, reduced 
transaction costs as well as reduced enforcement costs. De Geus (1997) extends on that by 
stating that trust is the necessary background to allow experimentation and innovation and 
that only trust allows the mobilization of the internal brain capacity that the company needs 
for renewal and survival. 

 

 

Figure 5: Social capital, trust and innovation (Rauf, 2009) 

 

 

 

According to Gunderson and Holling (2002), managers who can build or tap social capital can 
play a role in forging, catalysing and enabling the action energy stored in these relations to be 
used for managing ecosystems adaptively.       

Oh et al. (2006) highlight, among other benefits generated by groups whose social capital is 
sufficiently liquid (i.e., is characterized by members’ relationships across the organization), 
timely access to information and political support. Such privileges can be enhanced for groups 
with members in positions within the organization’s formal workflow structure, as well as for 
groups with members in prestigious positions within the organization’s informal social 
network structure. Morey and Luthans (1991) remind that it is crucial to distinguish between 
organization’s formal structure and informal relationships (through which work is actually 
accomplished). 

Besides timely access to information and political support, there are other resources to be 
gained from properly fostered group social capital: 

Mutual trust (as mentioned by Rauf and Putnam), according to Coleman (1990), should be 
developed from exchange reciprocity in an environment where norms are well enforced and 
free riding is kept in check. Edmondson (1999) envisages this as I am more willing to extend 
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a favour to another because I know that the favour will ultimately be returned by another 
member of the group. 

Some others (Ibarra, 1993; Wellman, 1992) extend the list of benefits by mentioning 
emotional support which is an often undervalued and underresearched resource.  

Oh and colleagues make a connection between group social capital and group effectiveness. 
The later can be measured by the successfulness of satisfying customers’ needs, reaching 
agreed upon goals, and if necessary – being able to work together as a team again in the future. 

Variables that influence a groups’ capacity to perform effectively are to a large extent 
expressed in input-process-output model (Gladstein, 1984) in which inputs include group 
composition, group structure, group task, organizational resource capacity, and organizational 
structure. Processes then include task-related behaviours focused on solving problems 
(workload sharing) and maintenance behaviours focused on smoothing the group’s internal 
functioning (open communication, supportiveness, cohesiveness). 

Oh et al. further assert that a group with considerably large social capital tends to stick 
together. The social capital however, needs to be configured optimally. Interplay between 
formal and informal relationships across all levels (across hierarchical levels within and 
outside the group; across different horizontal boundaries [subgroups] etc.). These arguments 
are however, only generalizable up to a point. The model of Oh and colleagues fits best for 
groups that: 

• Are aware of their existence 
• Have group boundaries perceived by their members 
• Are moderately (and above) complex 
• Carry out interdependent tasks 
• Have a leader 
• Interact regularly 
• Have higher intragroup level of interaction than is the level of intergroup interaction 
• Are large enough to have subgroups   

The model presented by Oh and colleagues (see Appendix B) is supposedly applicable for 
new product development teams, task forces, professional support groups, organizational 
subunits, as well as process teams.   

In relation to group social capital conduits Oh and colleagues highlight the importance of 
brokerage mechanisms which serve as bridging ties that connect different people. Blau (1969) 
already talked about the existence of structural holes (gaps between disconnected people) and 
the need to maintain them using managerial brokerage more than forty years ago.  

Another phenomenon discussed is closure / openness of groups. Relationships among group 
members and overall social network properties have major impact on how open groups 
become. Krackhardt (1992) claims that co-workers who socialize together even outside of the 
workplace tend to perform better as a group. As in many other cases – the golden rule of 
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middle way seems to apply here: too much closure prevents groups from effective absorption 
of information and innovation, whereas too much openness brings other negative outcomes. 

The following figure provides an overview of alternatives of social capital conduits as seen by 
Oh and colleagues. 

 

Figure 6: Illustration of Group’s Social Capital Conduits (Oh et al., 2006) 

 

 

Gunderson and Holling conclude that for the system to be considered resilient, it must not 
become too monolithic. As the environment changes, the social system may need to 
deinstitutionalize and return to a more scattered state in order to incorporate new stakeholders 
or allow for a new definition of the situation.  

 

Figure 7: An example of social network structure (Gunderson and Holling, 2002) 

 

Group I has strong within-group links but few links to other groups. Group II has weaker within-group links but 
is well linked to other groups both horizontally and vertically to the higher hierarchical level (Group III). The 
rareness of links between groups is referred to as structural holes. Links that bridge structural holes are essential 
for solving problems that concern more than one group. 
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The above presented logics provides further explanation for why it should be of particular 
interest of business decision makers to encourage formation of both horizontal and vertical 
connections inside as well as among organizations. Such relations create potential for 
accumulation of social capital which can in future contribute to adaptability of organizations 
in question.      

3.5. Organizational	  Ambidexterity	  
	  

Literature describes the term as the art of aligning flexibility and consistency. In other words, 
it is the ability to exploit and explore simultaneously in attempt to achieve organizational 
longevity. As was already mentioned in part 3.4, finding the balance is crucial. Abcouwer 
and Parson (2011) assert that before starting to look for equilibrium, it is a good idea to 
realize that equilibriums are temporary. Knowing that does not make one’s life much easier 
nor does it provide one with answers. However, being able to accept the fact that life is not 
always so easy and having what it takes to keep fighting anyway is known as assertiveness, 
which together with resilience and curiosity create the concept of robustness.   

An organization needs to be able to be curious in order to become adaptive. That ability lies in 
people and therefore this is why leadership comes into play. People have to be managed in a 
way that makes it possible for them to flourish and provide the quality that allows for new 
ways to be explored. According to de Geus (1998) the capitalist era is over and it is now the 
age of knowledge meaning the critical production factor has shifted to people.    

Besides the necessity of aligning the three important factors it is also important to re-evaluate 
decision making processes. In order to make decisions, people first need to observe. All kinds 
of psychological patterns emerge at this level in order to help people see what they need to see 
but, more often than not, also to distort the real picture. Sometimes managers choose to see 
only what is comfortable, and reject bad news. This has to do with the built in security 
seeking genes present in humans. Due to such urges all kinds of irrational behaviour 
commonly occurs in social systems - decision makers tend to prefer working with irrelevant 
information rather than with no information or obstruct change out of self-interest related 
issues. That is the main reason why sometimes executives choose to prefer short – term goals 
over the long-term ones.  

De Geus observes that a company may not want to have long-term success and that next 
quarter’s profit figure may be set, by the company or by outsiders, as the company’s top 
priority. 

Perhaps the most important factor to mention in relation to ambidexterity however, is the 
persuasion or value system present in managers of organizations since that directly shapes 
their character. That persuasion is determined by social experiences and specific 
circumstances or the geo-political character of the region in question. In short, peoples’ 
decision making is subconsciously influenced by the specific context in which they inevitably 
find themselves. 
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What	  is	  optimal?	  
	  

Abcouwer and Parson (2011) state that optimal function of organizations is not something that 
can be generalized. Each business organization has its own vision and definition of success, 
which typically differs for profit and non-profit organizations.  

It is, in fact not free of doubt whether organizations even know what strategies are optimal for 
their smooth operation. The correct understanding of reality is a concept explained by Heene 
(2002) as something that every company has to deal with and can be referred to as the must-
want-can dilemma. Bringing the three counterparts of it together should create the necessary 
balance that organizations need. If achieved however, such balance usually does not last for 
too long and so systems need to make a lot of effort to regain it on a regular basis.   

As mentioned earlier in part 3.4, dispersion of power prepares grounds for the above 
described sort of efforts. Thomson (1967) points this out by talking about inner circle or 
dominant coalition. 

 

 

Figure 8: Want / Can Context Model (Abcouwer and Parson, 20XX) 

 

Abcouwer and Parson (20XX) use the Want / Can Context Model in order to describe a cyclic development that 
occurs in companies. 

Quadrant 1 represents the equilibrium situation in which it is clear which goals are being pursued as well as 
how they should be achieved. Managers believe in the company’s capacity to deal with external disturbances and 
the priority is to increase the market shares. Efficiency, standardization, specialization, obsession with power and 
eternal cutting of costs create a dominant way of thinking which is then continually enforced. Snowden (2007) 
refers to this dynamics as Sense-Categorize-Respond.  Categorization in this scenario leads to standardized 
reactions, which leads to a situation in which if a crisis occurs, the company is usually surprised by it.  

Because of the crisis certainty is exchanged by uncertainty and the company shifts into Quadrant 2. The newly 
created situation requires managers to display their abilities and capacity for inspiration. At the same time the 
dominant coalition becomes incapable of dealing with the situation and help needs to be sought outside of that 
coalition. The existing set of tools and approaches is no longer sufficient. Subsequently, a set of alternative 
solutions of how to sail out of the crisis must be constructed and analyzed in order to enable the organization to 
move to another stage. Due to cluelessness in which the organization finds itself, Snowden refers to this situation 
as Act-Sense-Respond.  
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That is how the company moves into Quadrant 3. However, it is not possible to realize all the opportunities and 
so it is now important to choose the ones to be exploited. The actual decision moves the company into the next 
phase. Snowden refers to this phase as Probe – Sense – Respond.  

In Quadrant 4 the organization faces an uncertain result of the decision made in the previous step. It often 
happens that the outcome is not suitable for a large scale implementation and so further adjustments are 
necessary. Only then the whole cycle can start again. Snowden calls this situation Sense – Analyse – Respond. It 
is the time when companies design a new business-as-usual approach by combining an enhanced version of a 
product or a service with new knowledge (often gained by incorporation of external variables). This is how a 
new equilibrium is found, which is naturally subsequently attempted to be reinforced by introduction of new 
rules and bureaucracy. This provides the feeling of security due to which people know how to behave.  

Abcouwer and Parson (20XX) emphasize that the new equilibrium is not the same as the old one which is what 
Holling explains in his ecological resilience concept, meaning that the newly achieved stability is in line with the 
changed environment.  

 

 

Four	  transitions,	  two	  changes	  of	  mindset	  
 

In spite of there being four quadrants in Want / Can Context Model of Abcouwer and Parson, 
there are two main changes that occur in the paradigm. The first is the change from certainty 
to uncertainty, which is characterized by fear and longing for miraculous solutions 
(innovations) and which takes place while the organization finds itself in Quadrants 1 and 2 
i.e., the move to the right hand side of the model. The emphasis during that time is on 
innovation, change orientation, second order learning and curiosity. 

The second change that takes place brings back stability. It is a move back to the left hand 
side of the model, meaning it concerns Quadrants 3 and 4 during which time the accumulation 
of resources is the most important issue on organizations’ agenda. Power and authority play 
more important role than argument in the process of implementation of the relevant strategy. 
This is due to the approach needed to carry out more conservative decisions that enforce 
accumulation processes. Rationality, optimization, growth and tunnel thinking are the 
symptoms of this phase. 

As stated earlier, these contradictionary managerial qualities are rarely present in just one 
individual. However, they do complement each other and if prosperous longevity is the goal, 
it is inevitable to posses both approaches. This is why teamwork comes in play and this issue 
is further developed in the next section (3.6). 

Holling et al. (2006) make an interesting observation regarding the terms revolt and remember 
which can be respectively applied to the right hand and the left hand approaches. Revolt is a 
function possessed mostly by the agents of the right hand and its effect is that it triggers 
action that leads from stability to the whirlpool of reorganization at times when such course of 
action becomes inevitable. Lack of the intellectual capacity represented by revolt force is seen 
by Holling et al. (2001) as the poverty trap. It is a rather dangerous situation to arise since if it 
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indeed happens, too much effort (and resources) will be put into conservation and the 
necessary change will be overlooked for too long.  

 Remember, conversely, is the function possessed mostly by the agents of the left hand and its 
effect, among other things, is that it provides the critical point of view to a need of 
reorganization. Heretized as it might often be, without this anti-revolutionary force a space for 
experimentation and innovation might not even be created. Financial conservativeness, for 
example, is one of the typical outcomes of remember. While maintenance of ecological 
resilience is the result of revolt, engineering resilience in general is an outcome that derives 
from remember. If remember force is too strong however, the organization is running the risk 
of falling into rigidity trap. 

Abcouwer and Parson (20XX) refer to these two contradictionary yet inseparable forces with 
metaphorical codenames pride of the existing and curiosity about the new and as many other 
researchers, emphasize the need of keeping them in balance.   

 

The	  four	  tensions	  of	  ambidexterity	  
	  

Different sources of literature provide additional body of insight into ambidexterity related 
discussion. According to Gulati and Puranam (2009), the importance of informal network 
deserves to be considered, while Beckman (2006), Lubatkin et al. 2006, Smith and Tushman 
2005 as well as some others highlight the importance of leadership (hence the part 3.6). 
Raisch et al. (2009) claim that there are four closely inter-related central tensions that need to 
be taken into an account when talking about ambidexterity.  

The first tension that needs to be handled by managers is the one that arises in relation to 
differentiation and integration. The former refers to separation of explorative and exploitative 
efforts of an organization into different units, whereas the later refers to concentrations of 
such seemingly contradictionary efforts “under one roof”. As it is often the case with 
alternative solutions, none of the two mentioned above is perfect.  

Raisch et al. (2009) summarize the above described issues in three observations. Firstly, 
integration and differentiation should be complementary, not mutually exclusive. Secondly, 
the balance between the two kinds of efforts is relative to the set of currently ongoing 
activities. Thirdly, the tension requires ongoing managerial attention.   

The second tension is represented by the dispute of researchers over whether ambidexterity 
occurs at organizational or individual level. Some studies are in favour of the former, 
claiming that without certain coordination mechanisms and formal structures, ambidexterity 
could not occur. Those who defend the later claim that ambidexterity lies in individual’s 
ability to explore and exploit. The possible consensus in this particular tension might be that 
organizational structure provides grounds for individuals to realize their ambidextrous actions 
which, if successful, reinforce the organizational structures in return. 
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Raisch et al. (2009) conclude that managers can exhibit personal ambidexterity by engaging 
in both exploitation and exploration related activities. Furthermore, the level of ambidexterity 
is directly dependent upon personal characteristics of managers as well as organizational 
contexts faced by individuals in question. Lastly, ambidexterity is a cumulative concept.  

The third tension takes place among those who defend static and dynamic perspectives on 
ambidexterity. Those who praise the static approach (Brown and Eisenhardt, 1998; Nickerson 
and Zenger, 2002; Siggelkow and Levinthal, 2003) claim that organizations can best embrace 
the balance between exploitation and exploration by adopting certain sets of configurations. 
These researchers call for temporary cycling through periods of exploitation and exploration 
in pursuit of what Puranaman et al. (2006) refer to as sequential ambidexterity.  Conversely, 
those who advocate for the dynamic approach (Gupa et al., 2006; Raisch and Birkinshaw, 
2008) see ambidexterity as an outcome of a simultaneous pursuit of exploitation and 
exploration. 

Raisch et al. (2009) sums the third tension discussion with a claim that managing 
ambidexterity is a task of dynamic, rather than static alignment. Another observation is that 
both structural and contextual kinds of solutions can contribute to achievement of 
ambidexterity. Lastly, ambidexterity may arise from both simultaneous and sequential 
attention to exploitation and exploration. 

The fourth tension occurs within the discussion about whether ambidexterity should stem 
from internal or external environment of organizations. Research on innovation and 
knowledge processing advocates for external acquisition of knowledge for exploration. 
Another body of research calls for internal dealing with exploitation and exploration 
balancing act. Yet another source of literature emphasises a need for interplay between the 
two groups.  

In respect to the fourth group of tensions, Raisch et al. (2009) conclude that ambidexterity 
may depend on firm’s ability to integrate internal and external knowledge bases.  Another 
observation is that the ability to integrate external knowledge relies on a combination of 
external brokerage and internal absorptive capacity. Lastly, ambidexterity can be reinforced 
by fostering of social networks. 
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3.6. Leadership	  
	  

Because the ability of organizations to be ambidextrous, innovative and adaptive arguably 
comes from its human capital, it is interesting to have a look at those elected to lead such 
entities. 

Certain managerial capabilities are required to achieve coordination flexibility required for an 
organization in order to become resilient. In connection to what was previously said about 
modularity in part 3.4, Adamides et al. (2005) extend on the stream of research that examines 
the role of managers’ cognition in the achievement of strategic flexibility (e.g. Combe and 
Greenley, 2004; Shimizu and Hitt, 2004). Their claim is that modular organizations encourage 
the construction of managers’ mental models with the capability to generate more strategic 
options and, thus, increase strategic flexibility. 
 
In general, it seems that power in business, religion, education and families as known in 
previous decades is continually fading away and shifting from centralized to decentralized 
form. Moisés Naím writes about this phenomenon extensively in his 2013 The end of Power 
in which he illuminates the struggle between once-dominant mega players and the new 
micropowers challenging them in every field of human endeavour. Drawing on provocative, 
original research, Naím shows how the antiestablishment drive of micropowers can topple 
tyrants, dislodge monopolies, and open remarkable new opportunities, but it can also lead to 
chaos and paralysis. 
 
Indeed – individuals who are able to lead organizations are still in high demand, but their 
omnipotence is being consciously limited. Abcouwer and Parson (2011) describe this 
dynamics by term inner circle. In this section, before closely examining dispersed power 
patterns, attention is paid to individual qualities that could be embodied in leaders of adaptive 
organizations.   
 

Innovation	  through	  leadership	  
	  

According to Van de Ven et al (1989) leadership is an organisational responsibility. They 
emphasise the value of institutional leadership, to create the structures, strategies and systems 
that facilitate innovation and organisational learning. It should build commitment and 
excitement, collective energy and empowerment. According to Raisch et al. (2009) 
ambidextrous managers must manage contradictions and conflicting goals (Smith and 
Tushman, 2005), engage in paradoxical thinking (Gibson and Birkinshaw, 2004), and fulfil 
multiple roles (Floyd and Lane, 2000).	  

In contemporary corporations innovation is tightly tied to success and, therefore, of the 
highest concern. Therefore it is rather difficult to separate corporate leadership from 
leadership for innovation (Le Storti, 2006). In his 2006 study, Anthony J. Le Storti was 
interested to find out about A overarching roles and responsibilities of leaders and B the 
specific roles of leaders in each phase of innovation.   
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In respect to the overarching roles and responsibilities he identified the following core 
capacities: 

Table 4: Overarching roles of a leader 

Establishing	  and	  
Maintaining	  the	  vision	  

C-‐	  level	  leaders	  should	  be	  initiators	  of	  a	  call	  to	  develop	  the	  
conditions,	  processes,	  and	  attitudes	  that	  characterize	  an	  
organization	  as	  innovative.	  

Developing	  
competencies	  for	  

innovation	  

A	  combination	  of	  technological	  investment	  and	  purposeful	  
recruitment	  (see	  T-‐shaped	  people).	  

Establishing	  and	  
maintaining	  a	  culture	  

of	  innovation	  

Senior	  managers	  should	  establish	  open	  culture.	  Innovation	  is	  a	  
behavioural	  pattern	  and	  behaviours	  do	  not	  occur	  in	  vacuum.	  	  

	  	  
• Individuals	  treated	  with	  respect,	  	  
• Management	  is	  appreciative,	  supportive	  and	  encouraging.	  	  
• Provision	  of	  timely	  feedback,	  informal	  recognition	  and	  

transparent	  rewarding.	  

• Strategic	  agenda	  provided	  by	  senior	  management	  but	  
operational	  freedom	  allowed	  when	  pursuing	  that	  agenda.	  

Facilitating	  access	  to	  
thought	  leaders	  and	  co-‐

creators	  
Leaders	  facilitate	  cooperation	  of	  innovators.	  

Ensuring	  information	  
flow	  

Executives	  make	  sure	  that	  internal	  and	  external	  information	  
resources	  are	  readily	  available	  for	  purposes	  of	  innovative	  efforts.	  
Information	  sharing	  builds	  trust,	  trust	  contributes	  to	  collaboration,	  
and	  both	  are	  conductive	  to	  innovation.	  

Establishing	  systematic	  
innovation	  process	  

Executives	  organise	  formal	  idea	  generation	  sessions,	  trainings	  in	  
creative	  thinking	  and	  interpersonal	  relations,	  maintain	  innovation	  
review	  boards,	  and	  have	  clear	  validation	  procedures.	  Feedback	  on	  
ideas	  is	  provided	  promptly.	  

Developing	  innovation	  
strategies	  

Leaders	  make	  clear,	  critical	  decisions	  regarding	  the	  investment	  of	  
innovation-‐oriented	  resources.	  

Composing	  the	  
innovation	  portfolio	  

Innovation	  seen	  as	  investment	  strategy.	  In	  seeking	  the	  dividends	  of	  
innovation,	  resources	  are	  invested	  with	  hope	  of	  healthy	  (but	  not	  
guaranteed)	  returns.	  

Building	  dedicated	  
communities	  

Organizations	  often	  fail	  to	  bring	  together	  the	  right	  people	  and	  
resources	  necessary	  for	  implementation	  of	  new	  ideas.	  Leaders	  
should	  make	  sure	  a	  dedicated	  community	  forms	  around	  new	  
concepts.	  This	  can	  be	  achieved	  through	  reorganization,	  new	  hiring	  
or	  new	  capital	  investments.	  
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When considering leadership at the strategic rather than operational level (R&D unit) with 
regard to phases of innovation, Le Storti identifies the following roles: 

Table 5: Roles of a leader at the strategic level: 

Preparation	  

Sponsor	  

• Takes	  general	  responsibility	  for	  the	  project	  	  
• Overall	  support	  	  
• Negotiation	  of	  availability	  of	  team	  members	  	  
• Makes	  sure	  a	  promising	  area	  is	  being	  investigated	  (by	  the	  

right	  people)	  

Intelligence	  
Officer	  

• Strategic	  briefing	  of	  the	  area	  of	  investigation	  	  
• Information	  about	  current	  and	  future	  conditions	  (based	  on	  

market	  /	  internal	  observation)	  	  
• Threats	  and	  opportunities	  

Challenger	  

• Provision	  of	  statement	  of	  strategic	  intent	  Identifies	  the	  area	  
of	  investigation	  and	  its	  purpose	  Notification	  of	  administrative	  
elements	  (timeline,	  budget,	  resources	  available)	  	  

• Outline	  of	  criteria	  for	  success	  	  
	  
NOTE:	  the	  team	  should	  maintain	  its	  operational	  freedom	  as	  to	  
how	  to	  achieve	  the	  above	  mentioned	  
	  

Resource	  
Provider	  

• Secure	  People	  (teamwork,	  technical	  knowledge,	  skills,	  
business	  acumen)	  	  

• Funds,	  Time	  

Invention	  /	  Discovery	  

Connector	  
• Connection	  of	  team	  members	  with	  people	  and	  resources	  

outside	  of	  the	  organization	  	  
• Facilitation	  of	  information	  exchange	  	  

Guide	  
• Sharing	  of	  experience	  (although	  answers	  to	  questions	  might	  

be	  unknown)	  	  
• Technical	  and	  procedural	  advice	  

Counsellor	  
• Assistance	  to	  the	  team	  members	  with	  regard	  to	  the	  

interpersonal	  dimension	  of	  the	  work	  
• Resolution	  of	  destructive	  conflicts	  

Validation	  

Critic	  
• Provision	  of	  constructive	  assessment	  (careful	  not	  to	  kill	  a	  

promising	  idea)	  	  
• Offering	  of	  suggestions	  

Agent	  or	  
Advocate	  

• Facilitation	  of	  idea	  acceptance	  by	  senior	  managers	  	  
• Formal	  and	  informal	  presentation	  of	  ideas	  	  
• Protection	  of	  the	  team	  from	  obstructions	  represented	  by	  

corporate	  politics	  

Advisor	   • Offering	  of	  help	  to	  inventors	  with	  invention	  disclosures,	  
development	  of	  business	  cases,	  budget	  composition	  etc.	  
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Expeditor	  

• Rapid	  advancement	  of	  good	  ideas	  	  
• Getting	  bureaucracy	  out	  of	  the	  way	  if	  necessary	  	  
• Minimizing	  the	  presence	  of	  decision	  bottlenecks	  	  
• Keeping	  the	  company	  competitive	  

Judge	  

• Decision	  making	  about	  whether	  or	  not	  to	  proceed	  (requires	  
psychological	  distance	  from	  the	  team)	  	  

• Responsibility	  for	  further	  resource	  allocation	  	  
• Acting	  as	  	  the	  organization's	  conscience	  	  
• Ensuring	  the	  standards	  of	  quality	  are	  being	  kept	  	  
• Caring	  about	  safety	  and	  environmental	  impact	  

Developm
ent	  and	  Refinem

ent	  

Champion	   • Fighting	  for	  support	  for	  good	  ideas	  	  
• Negotiation	  for	  resources	  	  

Provider	  
• Cross-‐functional	  coordination	  	  
• Project	  management	  	  
• Appointment	  of	  highly	  qualified	  project	  manager	  

Optimizer	   • Turning	  good	  ideas	  into	  great	  ideas	  	  
• Costs	  vs.	  benefits	  	  

(Market)	  
Strategist	  

• Planning	  Customer	  involvement	  into	  testing	  and	  reshaping	  
ideas	  	  

• Analyzing	  of	  area	  of	  implementation	  /	  commercialization	  	  
• Launching	  plans	  
• Alignment	  of	  resources	  

	  
Im

plem
entation	  
	  

Director	  
• Implementation	  efforts	  management	  	  
• Task	  competition	  supervision	  	  
• Certifications	  acquirement	  

Ambassador	  
• Representation	  of	  products	  or	  services	  	  
• Searching	  for	  possibilities	  of	  extensions	  of	  the	  newly	  

developed	  products	  /	  services	  

 

Decentralization	  of	  authority	  
  

There are obviously multiple approaches that attempt to go beyond individual leadership 
available. In a way, they align with the previously mentioned concept of modularity (part 3.4). 
In words of Day et al. (2006) - a lot of attention has been paid to the topic of shared 
leadership. Lipman-Blumen (2000) wrote on the subject of connective leadership, Brown and 
Gioia (2002) analysed distributed leadership and Day, Gronn and Salas (2004) observed 
social network forces for leadership.  

Some of the issues connected to team leadership according to Day and colleagues are of 
multilevel character. Kozlowski and Klein (2000) teach about isomorphism (does team 
leadership look the same as individual leadership?) and discontinuity (are there different looks 
at different levels?) This dilemma will need to be resolved before team leadership can 
transcend (but not replace) traditional leadership.  
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Another sphere of interest is the possibility of mutual influence of external leaders on self-
managed teams and vice versa. This is known as cross-level effect. A lot has been said about 
how leaders can shape teams but relatively little about how such dynamics might work the 
other way around. A speculation is that in case of increasing capacity of a team to set its own 
direction, the best course of action for a leader to take would be adopting of a laissez-faire 
approach. This discussion opens the door for exploration of relatively unknown waters of 
“substitutes for leadership” (Dionne et al. 2002) Furthermore, according to Day and 
colleagues; team leadership needs to be studied in context if any universal observations are to 
be obtained. This however is particularly difficult since teams tend to differ in composition. 
Every unique team might require tailor-made leadership. Another challenge lays in hybrid 
leadership forms. Day and colleagues assert that in case teams do become self-lead, pluralities 
of formal and informal leaders might arise. This represents a potential problem with critical 
density of leadership 

Mehra et al. (2006) studied what (in relation to leadership) enables some teams to outperform 
others. They note that relatively little is known about what happens when teams have more 
than one leader, which is unfortunate, since human groups seldom have just one such 
individual. Interestingly, although not shockingly, studies have shown that in groups with  a 
formally appointed leader the tendency is to chose another – informal leader who is “different 
from the supervisors given to them by the company” (Homans, 1950). Such leaders, according 
to Mehra and colleagues, may lack formal power, but are capable of mobilizing both 
considerable support and considerable opposition. 

 
In their study of distributed leadership in teams, Mehra and colleagues tested two hypotheses:  

A - Teams with distributed leadership structures will tend to outperform teams with a 
traditional leader centred structures. 

The logic behind this expectation is that in groups with multiple leaders there is increased 
participation and information exchange, which theoretically leads to increased performance. 

B - Teams with distributed-coordinated leadership will tend to outperform both teams 
with traditional leader-centred leadership structures and teams with distributed-
fragmented leadership structures. 

Laboratory findings of Shaw (1964) as well as results from field observations of Jennings 
(1943) and Whyte (1943/1993) suggest that leadership tends to be relatively centralized in 
human groups. According to Krackhardt (1994) and Simon (1981), only a small percentage of 
group members emerge as leaders within a group.  Mehra and colleagues however note that in 
work groups with a formally appointed leader, informal leaders can emerge for a variety of 
reasons4. The most important thing to consider when that happens is, whether or not formal 
and informal leaders can cooperate. That is only possible if both parties acknowledge one 
another’s leadership. If so, the cooperation should be fruitful.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  See	  Judge,	  Bono,	  Ilies	  and	  Gerhardt	  (2002)	  
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This is what Mehra and colleagues refer to as distributed and synchronized leadership5 i.e., 
ability of both formal and emergent leaders to excerpt reciprocal influence. In case when 
distributed leadership occurs but formal and informal leaders do not acknowledge one 
another’s leadership, researchers talk about distributed – fragmented leadership. 

 

 

Figure 9: Four leadership structures (Mehra et al, 2006) 

 

1 - Traditional leader-centred team leadership structure. Note: The diamond-shaped node at the centre of the 
figure represents the formally appointed team leader; all other nodes are (subordinate) team members. A line 
from one node to another means that the person represented by the first node perceived the second as a leader. 

 2 - Distributed team leadership structure. Note: The diamond shaped node (at 6 o’clock) represents formally 
appointed team leader; all other nodes are (subordinate) team members. A line from one node to another means 
that the person represented by the first node perceived the second as a leader. 

3 - Distributed-coordinated team leadership structure. Note: The diamond-shaped node (at right) represents 
the formally appointed team leader. The triangular node (at left) represents an emergent leader. Circular nodes 
represent other team members. A line from one node to another means that the person represented by the first 
node perceived the second as a leader. 

4 - Distributed-fragmented team leadership structure. Note: The diamond-shaped node (at right) represents 
the formally appointed team leader. The triangular node (at left) represents an emergent leader. Circles represent 
other team members. A line from one node to another means that the person represented by the first node 
perceived the second as a leader. 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  Reffered	  to	  as	  conjoint	  agency	  by	  Gronn	  (2002)	  
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In order to test the two above presented hypotheses, Mehra et al. had to measure the 
performance of 28 sales teams involved in the experiment. Since according to Guzzo and 
Dickinson (1996) there is no singular, uniform measure of performance effectiveness in 
groups”, two common measures of team performance were employed: team sales (the total 
dollar amount of sales generated by a given sales team for the current financial quarter), and 
team satisfaction (collected using a 5 item scale adapted from a 12 item scale used for 
measuring salesperson satisfaction6).  

After a careful analysis of collected data however, Mehra and colleagues came to a conclusion, 
that hypothesis A did not receive support i.e., leadership structure did not have a significant 
main effect on team sales or team satisfaction. Conversely, hypothesis B was confirmed when 
it comes to the team sales measure. The results of tests shown that teams with distributed-
coordinated leadership achieved significantly higher sales than teams with both traditional 
leader-centred and distributed-fragmented structures. When it comes to the team satisfaction 
however, teams with distributed-coordinated leadership outperformed teams with distributed-
fragmented structures but did not significantly differ from teams with traditional leader-
centred structures. Therefore, in respect to the team satisfaction measure, hypotheses B was 
confirmed only partially.  

In conclusion, the collective leadership issue can be therefore summed up with words of 
Mehra and colleagues: 

“Distributed leadership networks are not necessarily associated with higher team 
performance; however, leadership networks that show a distributed-coordinated structure are 
associated with higher team performance than traditional leader-centred leadership networks 
and distributed-fragmented leadership networks. Team performance is not simply a matter of 
having more leaders. It also matters whether or not the leaders see each other as leaders.” 

 

Self-‐organization	  
	  

Folke (2006) states that Adaptive processes that relate to the capacity to tolerate and deal with 
change emerge out of the system’s self organization. Norberg and Cumming (2006) extend on 
that by noting that the dynamics after a disturbance or even a regime shift is crucially 
dependent on the self-organizing capacity of the complex adaptive system. 

According to Rycroft and Kasch (2004), the most valuable and complex technologies are 
increasingly innovated by networks that self-organize – innovative network. They further 
claim that self-organization refers to the capacity these networks have for combining and 
recombining these learning capabilities without centralized, detailed managerial guidance.  

Dilts (1998) had remarked earlier that systems with the appropriate amount of complexity, 
flexibility and feedback can show self-organizing characteristics. Such systems often appear 
to have a mind of their own.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	  See	  Churchil,	  Neil,	  and	  Walker	  (1974)	  
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Corning (1995) states that both biological and social systems have self-organizing abilities. 
Krugman (1996) claims the same about advanced economies, while others (Biggiero, 2001 
and Lee, 1994) observed that the same applies to technological innovation. 

Rycroft and Kash explain that self-organizing innovation networks proliferated in recent years 
in response to the ongoing globalization, which have supposedly helped induce cooperation 
among different kinds of organizations. They further highlight the importance of 
organizational adaptability which cannot be achieved (among other things) without a pro-
active process of network self-organization. That means more than just responding to external 
changes such as demands of markets but also being capable of influencing / shaping the rules 
of the game (McMaster, 1996). 

Lundvall and Borras (1999) claim that learning resources provide the ability to adapt to 
changing economic and technological conditions and underpin longer-term competitive 
advantages. Therefore, in relation to learning economy, Rycroft and Kash assert that because 
of its key importance to innovation and its simultaneous cumulative and path dependent 
character, it should not be left alone to an uncontrolled market selection in a naive hope it 
would be optimal.  Therefore some learning critically important to a particular innovation 
must be done self-consciously by organizations that find themselves in pursuit of 
opportunities. Rycroft and Kash further state that when learning leads to new solutions, self 
organization occurs. This was of course observed a while ago by Adam Smith’s invisible hand 
theory according to which productive and consumptive activities organize itself.   

Since the times of Smith, it was mainly evolutionary economists (Foster, 1997; Nelson, 1995; 
Arthur, 1988) who were occupied with analysing the linkages between learning and self-
organizing processes. The newly obtained knowledge teaches that self-organizing networks 
are increasingly gaining the capacity to shape their environment. This goes sometimes to such 
lengths that it can in fact become rather uneasy to identify where network boundaries end and 
where their environments begin. This is why Bolton (1994) concludes that because of the 
unclear boundaries between networks and their environment are becoming increasingly 
prominent it, is more and more important to master multilateral, soft forms of governance. At 
this point Hansen (1992) remarks that the more an innovation network expands, the more 
pressing is the need for a shared sense of trust, reciprocity, informality, and community 
among members. Such trust allows transcending interorganizational rivalry (see pages sub-
section Tightness of Feedback). 

In conclusion to their study, Rycroft and Kash (2004) point to the fact that in contemporary 
corporation life, innovation seldom occurs in isolation. Innovation is usually an outcome of 
cooperation among multiple organizations within a specific industry. Globally accumulated 
knowledge is of essence to such efforts.  
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T-‐shaped	  People	  
 

Extending on the previously raised notion of the importance of appropriate hiring, it is in 
place to devote some more attention to human capital on the following page. 

In 2010, when asked about the secret of their talent management, manager of IDEO (world’s 
leading design firm at the time, commonly ranking as one of the most innovative firms) Tim 
Brown revealed the concept of T shaped people. In a number of interviews freely available on 
the Internet, he describes a typical T-shaped person as someone who has technical skills and a 
deep knowledge of trends in their field of expertise (hence the vertical bar of T) as well as the 
ability to effectively cooperate with others (hence the horizontal bar of T) by implementing 
that knowledge to other disciplines. This, according to Brown is achieved mainly thanks to 
two features that are being fostered ad IDEO – empathy (represented by e.g. ability to build 
on other peoples’ ideas as opposed to trying to come up with competing ones) and the 
capacity of getting excited about other fields. To put it shortly – IDEO’s employees are 
simply expected to have both the depth as well as the breadth. In comparison to more 
frequently occurring I shaped people (who have deep expertise within their field but lack the 
ability to cooperate), T-shaped people represent many advantages. Besides the obvious 
synergic effects it is especially the fact that teams consisting of such knowledgeable and 
collaborative individuals do not need facilitators (who seldom contribute with anything more 
than their ability of bringing people together). 

Brown claims that when people come out of school they are usually I shaped. Finding the 
ones who possess the crucial collaborative abilities is the job of interviewers, who should 
refrain from judging applicants solely based on their resumes. The difference is in subtleties 
such as the way job applicants talk about former colleagues, how much credit they give to 
others for previous projects and so on. In fact being T-shaped is according to representatives 
of IMEO  something they know young people are being taught at Stanford University, which 
is why they recruit so many of these applicants. 

People at IDEO are also being assessed for their T-shapedness throughout their intern periods 
by whether and how much they contribute to the company’s Web 2.0 knowledge system 
(wikis, blogs etc). This simple method provides a good amount of clues appointing to peoples’ 
ability to cooperate.    

In conclusion to this section it is too tempting to resist including Arie de Geus’ observation 
about theory of management and leadership versus the actual way of getting things done: 
 
"When I entered my first place of work [in the fifties]... I felt a slight level of discomfort. The 
theories back at business school had mentioned labour, but there had been no talk of people. 
Yet the real world... seemed to be full of them.” 

This should be understood as a universal mantra which teaches that in addition to all the 
knowledge about management that lies in academic papers and books, all kind of seemingly 
irrational behaviour should be expected by whoever desires to understand life of corporations. 
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4. Conclusion 
	  

After studying a fair amount of the existing body of literature that deals with questions 
regarding prosperous organizational longevity and a number of related issues, it is not 
unnatural to develop an impression that in order to find out which direction to go on a quest of 
sustainability, decision makers first need to realize where they are. That, however, is easier 
said than done. Snowden asserts that most of the time – due to the complexity of the 
environment nobody knows that with certainty and therefore, in his framework, he depicts an 
additional space, entitled uncertainty existing in a virtual centre, surrounded by the familiar 
quadrants represented by ordered systems (simple and complicated), complex systems and 
chaotic systems. Increasing level of the general complexity across the spectre leads to a 
situation in which the understanding of all cause-effect relationships is impossible (at least 
when operating with known approaches and technology).  

However, some symptoms of malpractice can be always identified. That, along with some 
other issues, such as the way external variety is being treated by organizations examined as 
well as signs of organizational ambidexterity of organizations shall be the cornerstones of the 
practical part of this study. A great deal of impact on the adaptive capacity seems to be 
stemming from hierarchical structures of systems. It is hardly a new concept to suggest that 
power should be dispersed instead of concentrated. That, however, appealing as it might 
sound, might not be so simple. The inbuilt need of humans for structure represents certain 
limitations to the applicability of a completely egalitarian worldview. Human need for 
hierarchies has been a subject of ongoing research for many years and since democratic 
organization of the ancient Greek republics until some infamous totalitarian social 
experiments of the twentieth century the mankind has seen as many concepts of “ideal society” 
as there were people to populate them. Patterns of modularity in social systems shall be 
another area of interest in the process of searching for potential for change that is the practical 
part of this thesis. 

Unsurprisingly, the more progressive among authors tend to praise those in organizations who 
possess the intellectual capacity to bring about innovation. At the same time however, the role 
of those representing the left hand side of the Want / Can Context Model should not be 
belittled and the protagonists should not be reduced to be seen as mere authoritarians. Without 
conservative forces the space for experimentation could not be created in the first place. 
Conversely, conservative behaviour, while considerably useful when seen as a-means-to-an-
end, can become the root of decay if blindly upheld out of fear of the new ways. To 
summarise the claims observed in professional literature and quoted in the theory review of 
this paper, a hypothesis can be verbalized as follows: 

Adaptive capacity of business organizations is an outcome of a combination of multiple 
variables. The presence of factors such as awareness of thresholds, curiosity, innovation, 
modularity, ambidexterity as well as cultivation of quality social capital through appropriate 
leadership, is of crucial importance for achievement of longevity.  

This claim is the subject of testing in the practical part of this work. 
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Section	  Two	  –	  Application	  to	  Practice	  
	  

5. Introduction	  of	  the	  Design	  
	  

As remarked earlier, in the practical part of this research, attention is devoted to observation 
of some situations and symptoms previously described in professional literature and reviewed 
in Section One – Theoretical Framework. Unsurprisingly, the intention was to verify the 
relevance of the seven factors that were previously highlighted among all available variables 
as prominent ingredients of what can be referred to as adaptive capacity. The very function of 
adaptive capacity of social-ecological systems is usually reflected in their longevity. 
Therefore logically, in the attempt to test the hypothesis (see page 44), longevity was 
considered to be the criterion of choice in the process of selection of commercial 
organizations to work with. Although the access to representatives of business organizations 
meeting this criterion tends to be limited (both due to relative scarcity of such organization 
and due to busy schedule of individuals representing them), this research was blessed with 
that privilege. The observation process took form of five interview sessions with directors of 
business organizations representing different industries. 

The central premise of the above described efforts was that if the organizations in question 
successfully managed to remain operational for a considerable amount of time, it can be 
assumed without much doubt that they have adaptive capacity. That is the very quality which 
makes them interesting from the point of view of this study and suitable for the attempt to 
reinforce the hypothesis.   
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6. Overview	  of	  Subjects	  Examined	  
	  

Subject	  1	  –	  Albis	  Plastic	  
	  

The first business organization approached was Albis Plastic – a part of OTTO KRAHN 
group - a German entity based in Hamburg, active in the field of distribution and 
compounding of thermoplastics, depending on the polymer. Founded in 1961 (i.e. 52 years 
old), employing 959 people currently operating two production plants in Germany and one in 
UK, sales offices in Germany,  US, HK  and PRC, and subsidiaries in Shanghai, Tunisia and 
13 European countries including Russia. Turnover in 2011 was 733 million EUR. The Dutch 
branch is located in Breda.  

(Source: corporate website) 

Subject	  2	  –	  Dura	  Vermeer	  
	  

The second business organization approached was Dura Vermeer – a Dutch company based 
in Rotterdam, active in the field of construction works. Founded 155 years ago, employing 
2 800 people and active in multiple regions of the Netherlands with a rich history of major 
construction projects.  Latest available information reports turnover of approximately 1.1 
billion EUR. 

         (Source: corporate website) 

Subject	  3	  –	  Centric	  
	  

The third business organization approached was Centric – a Dutch company based in Gouda, 
active in the field of software, infrastructure, market-specific solutions and a wide range of 
related services. Founded in 1992 (i.e. 21 years ago), employing 5 300 people and active in 
multiple countries of Europe (Belgium, France, Germany, Norway, Romania, Switzerland, 
The Netherlands) and United States. Centric has concluded the year 2011 on a positive note, 
with a strong rise in profits on 2010. Centric's sales were up 0.5 per cent on 2010, standing at 
529 million euro. Protits were up 66 per cent to over 20 million euro. 

(Source: corporate website) 
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Subject	  4	  –	  SNS	  REAAL	  
	  

The Fourth business organization approached was SNS REAAL - a Dutch financial 
institution based in Utrecht, active in insurance and banking which focuses on the private 
market and small to medium businesses and is since its nationalisation on 1 February 2013 a 
government-owned corporation. According to the information available on the corporate 
website, the company was founded in 1818 (i.e. 195 years ago). The services to private and 
corporate clients are mainly from SNS Bank and REAAL. SNS Bank serves its customers 
through its own stores, independent	   intermediaries, internet and telephone. REAAL sells its 
products and services exclusively through independent brokers. The assets amounted to €132 
billion at the end of 2011. SNS has about 7,000 employees on the basis of full-time equivalent. 

       (Source: corporate website, Wikipedia) 

Subject	  5	  -‐	  PGGM	  
	  

The fifth and last business organization approached was PGGM – a Dutch pension 
administrator with its roots in the healthcare and social work sector based in Zeist. Originally 
founded as a pension fund in 1969 (i.e. 44 years ago), currently managing about € 140 billion 
of pension assets of more than 2.5 million Dutch participants (May 2013). PGGM provides 
services in the field of pension fund management, comprehensive asset management, 
management support and policy advice to various pension funds. 

  (Source: corporate website) 
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7. Questionnaire	  Construction	  
	  

The main purpose of the questionnaire was to identify patterns of behaviour suggested in 
professional literature with the common denominator of adaptive capacity. In other words, the 
intention was to verify whether the concepts in question are indeed of considerable 
importance to the business representatives interviewed. If so, it could be assumed with a 
considerable confidence that the hypothesis is accurate. The representatives in question are in 
all five cases high ranking decision makers and therefore can be expected to have mindset 
consistent with the one of the organization that they represent.   

The questionnaire was constructed in a semi-structured way, paying separate attention to all 
seven factors mentioned earlier (awareness of thresholds, curiosity, innovation, 
modularity, ambidexterity, social capital and leadership). 

Each of the factors was examined with three questions. An answer that could be understood as 
confirmative to the assumption that the variable examined is indeed an important concept 
embedded in the nature of the organization in question, would be rewarded with a point (+1). 
Conversely, an evasive, vague or negative answer would not be rewarded with any points (0). 
This way a category (e.g. Curiosity) could receive zero, one, two or a maximum of three 
points. All together a subject could receive a maximum of 21 points (seven categories with 
three questions). The points obtained would not measure an organization in question for its 
performance in any way but rather would back up (or not) the hypothesis. The extent to which 
the hypothesis could be seen as accurate would be derived from the total amount of points it 
would obtain out of the maximum of one hundred and five points (five subjects times twenty-
one points).  

The questionnaire was assembled after an extended literature review of every included 
category. Questions in each of the categories were created in a similar way.  

The structure of the questionnaire is as follows: 
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Variable	  1	  -‐	  Awareness	  of	  Thresholds	  
	  

The organization that you represent was established in [insert number]. That 
means it has been active for [insert number] years… 

1. Are you aware of your company ever going through turbulent times? (Has there ever 
been a crisis?) 
 

• If NO – awareness of existence of thresholds is obviously not 
something of crucial importance, then CX/V1/Q1=07. Proceed to Q3. 

• If YES, then CX/V1/Q1 = 1. Proceed to Q2. 
 

 
2. Would you say this crisis could be to a considerable extent described as an 

unexpected surprise that arose either in the internal or the external environment of 
your company? (Was it unexpected?) 

 
• If NO, i.e. It was anticipated well ahead, ask 

 
Would you say that thanks to the fact that the organization expected it 
managed to handle it much better than if it caught you unprepared? 
 

o If YES, then CX/V1/Q2 = 1 
o If NO, i.e. knowing about it in advance did not help us 

minimizing its negative impacts, then CX/V1/Q1=0 
 

• If YES, i.e. we did not expect it, ask 
 
Would you say that if you knew about the crisis before it erupted, you 
would be better prepared for handling it with less undesirable 
optimization efforts? 
 

o If YES, then CX/V1/Q2 = 1 
o If NO , i.e. knowing about it in advance would not have helped 

us minimizing its negative impacts, then CX/V1/Q2=0 

 

 

 

 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  CX/V1/Q1=0	  means	  Company	  X	  /	  Variable	  1	  (Awareness	  of	  Thresholds)	  /	  Question	  1	  =	  0	  
poits.	  
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3. Are you currently aware of a potential threat sleeping inside of your company, or in its 
external environment that could lead to a crisis?  (If the question is uncomfortable to 
be answered in detail, please at least respond with yes/no) 
 

• If  YES, ask 
 
Are you taking any steps to prevent the potential crisis from erupting, 
or, if you think it is inevitable, are you already taking any precautionary 
measures that will make it possible to adapt to changes that the crisis 
will bring? (Are you preparing for a change?) 
 

o If YES, we are undergoing preparations, then CX/V1/Q3 = 1 
o If NO , we do not know how the situation will evolve and 

therefore we are merely waiting, then CX/V1/Q3=0 
 

• If NO, then CX/V1/Q3=0 
	  

Variable	  2	  –	  Curiosity	  
	  

1. Have	  you	  ever	  attempted	   to	  enter	   “unexplored	   territories”	  with	  your	  business?	  Do	  
you	  have	  history	  of	  making	  potentially	  fruitful	  but	  risky	  business	  decisions?	  
	  

• If	  YES,	  ask	  to	  “tell	  me	  about	  it”	  &	  score	  as	  CX/V2/Q1=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V2/Q1=0	  

	  
2. Have	  you	  tried	  new	  approaches	  to	  your	  day-‐to-‐day	  business	  activities?	  

	  
• If	  YES,	  ask	  to	  “tell	  me	  about	  it”	  &	  score	  as	  CX/V2/Q2=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V2/Q2=0	  

	  
3. Do	  you	  invest	  into	  innovation?	  (What	  form	  does	  it	  take?)	  

	  
• If	  YES,	  ask	  to	  “tell	  me	  about	  it”	  &	  score	  as	  CX/V2/Q3=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V2/Q2=0	  

	  

Variable	  3	  –	  Innovation	  
	  

1. Do	  you	  find	  it	  worthwhile	  to	  attempt	  to	  obtain	  feedback	  from	  your	  employees	  for	  the	  
innovation	  processes	  of	  either	  your	  products	  or	  services	  (what	  shall	  we	  do	  next?)	  OR	  
for	  the	  innovation	  of	  your	  current	  business	  procedures	  (how	  shall	  we	  do	  it?)?	  	  
	  

• If	  YES,	  ask	  to	  “tell	  me	  about	  it”	  &	  score	  as	  C1/V3/Q1=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  C1/V2/Q2=0	  
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2. How	  do	  you	  treat	  the	  issue	  of	  knowledge	  management	  in	  your	  company?	  Do	  you	  for	  
example	  maintain	  master-‐apprentice	  relationships?	  
	  

• If	  YES,	  ask	  to	  “tell	  me	  about	  it”	  &	  score	  as	  CX/V3/Q2=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V3/Q2=0	  

	  
3. Is	   your	  organization	   active	   in	   any	   community	   of	   practice?	   (Are	   you	   a	  member	  of	   a	  

group	  consisting	  of	  other	  players	  in	  your	  field?)	  Do	  you	  have	  a	  history	  of	  organizing	  
such	  activities	  yourself?	  
	  

• If	  YES,	  ask	  to	  “tell	  me	  about	  it”	  &	  score	  as	  CX/V3/Q3=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V3/Q3=0	  

	  

Variable	  4	  –	  Modularity	  
	  

1. Do	  you	  utilize	  project	  teams?	  
	  

• If	  YES,	  ask	  to	  “tell	  me	  about	  it”	  &	  score	  as	  CX/V4/Q1=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V4/Q1=0	  

	  
2. Would	  you	  say	  your	  products	  or	  services	  are	  modular?	  (I.e.	  Can	  they	  be	  decomposed	  

into	  smaller	  parts	  that	  can	  be	  recombined?)	  
	  

• If	  YES,	  ask	  to	  “tell	  me	  about	  it”	  &	  score	  as	  CX/V4/Q2=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V4/Q2=0	  

	  
3. Do	  you	  try	  to	  actively	  avoid	  a	  situation	  in	  which	  you	  would	  overly	  depend	  on	  few	  key	  

employees?	  	  
	  

• If	  YES,	  ask	  to	  “tell	  me	  about	  it”	  &	  score	  as	  CX/V4/Q3=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V4/Q3=0	  

	  

Variable	  5	  -‐	  Social	  Capital	  
	  

1. What	  do	  you	  do	  to	  foster	  the	  social	  capital	  in	  your	  company?	  
	  

• If	  SOMETHING,	  then	  CX/V5/Q1=1	  
• If	  NOTHING,	  then	  CX/V5/Q1=0	  
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2. Are	  you	  aware	  of	  the	  existence	  of	  informal	  social	  groups	  in	  your	  organization?	  If	  yes,	  
do	  you	  often	  try	  to	  interfere	  with	  such	  dynamics?	  
	  
	  

• If	  UNAWARE,	  then	  CX/V5/Q2=0	  
• If	  AWARE,	  then	  CX/V5/Q2=1	  

	  
3. Do	  you	  try	  to	  bring	  together	  people	  from	  different	  backgrounds	  of	  expertise?	  Have	  

such	  efforts	  proven	  useful	  in	  the	  past?	  
	  

• If	  YES,	  ask	  to	  “tell	  me	  about	  it”	  &	  score	  as	  CX/V5/Q3=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V5/Q3=0	  

	  

Variable	  6	  –	  Ambidexterity	  
	  

1. Would	  you	  say	  that	  there	  is	  an	  ongoing	  clash	  between	  conservative	  and	  progressive	  
forces	  in	  your	  company?	  	  
	  

• If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V6/Q1=0	  
• If	  YES,	  ask	  

	  
§ how	  do	  you	  deal	  with	  such	  clashes?	  
§ have	  you	  ever	  benefited	  from	  the	  two	  forces	  working	  together?	  
	  

o If	  YES,	  CX/V6/Q1=1	  
o If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V6/Q1=0	  

	  
	  

2. Would	  you	  say	  you	  have	  in	  your	  team	  individual	  who	  can	  very	  effectively	  combine	  
conservativeness	  and	  innovativeness?	  
	  

• If	  YES,	  CX/V6/Q2=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  CC/V6/Q2=0	  

	  
	  

3. Would	  you	  say	  that	  you	  go	  through	  cyclic	  phases	  of	  conservative	  and	  innovative	  
periods	  or	  do	  the	  two	  approaches	  mostly	  occur	  simultaneously?	  
	  

• If	  EVASIVE	  answer,	  then	  CX/V6/Q3=0	  
• If	  CONFIRMATIVE	  answer,	  then	  CX/V6/Q3=1	  
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Variable	  7	  –	  Leadership	  
	  

1. Do	  you	  actively	  try	  to	  foster	  a	  new	  generation	  of	  leaders	  in	  your	  organization?	  How?	  
	  

• If	  YES,	  CX/V7/Q2=1	  
• If	  NO,	  then	  CX/V7/Q1=0	  

	  
2. Would	   you	   say	   employees	   –	   namely	   middle	   management	   –	   benefit	   from	   being	  

allowed	  to	  see	  the	  “big	  picture”	  or	  are	  they	  better	  of	  knowing	  just	  what	  they	  need	  to	  
for	  carrying	  on	  their	  daily	  tasks?	  

	  
• If	  DECENTRALIZED,	  CX/V7/Q2=1	  
• If	  DECENTRALIZED,	  then	  CX/V7/Q2=0	  

	  
3. Would	  you	  say	  teams	  in	  your	  organization	  display	  self-‐organizing	  capabilities?	  How	  

much	  do	  you	  need	  to	  “play	  the	  boss”?	  What	  is	  your	  leadership	  model	  like?	  
	  
	  

• If	  DECENTRALIZED,	  CX/V7/Q3=1	  
• If	  DECENTRALIZED,	  then	  CX/V7/Q3=0	  

	  

Before the construction of the above analysed interview script and its subsequent use in the 
field, two training questionnaires were sent to participants (different from the five interviewed 
later). These events took place at a very early stage of the practical part of this study. The data 
collected at that time was rather insightful and served the purpose of inspiration for the 
elaboration of the final version of the questionnaire. Although the data was not included into 
the final assessment (due to the structural changes of the questionnaire that took place after its 
collection), the transcripts of the two interviews are included in the Appendix C for 
illustrational purposes.     
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8. Data Analysis 
	  

The	  interviews	  took	  form	  of	  face-‐to-‐face	  sessions	  at	  interviewees’	  premises	  (Albis	  Plastic	  and	  PGGM),	  
Skype	   calls	   (Dura	   Vermeer,	   SNS	   REAAL)	   and	   a	   video-‐call	   (Centric).	   A	   series	   of	   tables	   that	   contain	  
concentrated	   excerpts	   from	   interviews	  with	   business	   decision	  makers	   is	   to	   be	   found	   on	   following	  
pages.	  	  Transcripts	  of	  interviews	  in	  their	  original	  length8	  are	  to	  be	  found	  in	  Appendix	  D.	  Information	  
in	  following	  tables	  is	  divided	  into	  clusters	  containing	  three	  questions	  for	  each	  of	  the	  seven	  variables	  
of	   interest	  separately	  per	  company.	   	  Below	  the	  header	  “Evaluation”	  a	  short	  comment	  representing	  
the	  interviewer’s	  impression	  is	  available.	  Points	  are	  rewarded	  (or	  not)	  based	  on	  that	  impression.	  As	  
mentioned	  earlier,	  questions	  were	  designed	  in	  a	  way	  to	  identify	  whether	  the	  variable	  in	  question	  is	  
truly	  a	  feature	  to	  which	  the	  examined	  organization	  owes	  for	  its	  longevity.	  If	  so,	  a	  point	  is	  rewarded	  
(1).	  If	  not,	  no	  points	  are	  rewarded	  (0).	  

	  

Subject	  1	  –	  Albis	  Plastic	  
	  

Table 6: Awareness of Thresholds - Albis 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Thresholds	  

Are	  you	  aware	  of	  your	  
company	  ever	  going	  through	  
turbulent	  times?	  	  

...Well	  we	  have	  had	  a	  crisis	  
during	  the	  oil	  crisis...	  ...The	  
second	  one	  was	  right	  after	  
9/11...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  this	  crisis	  could	  
be	  to	  a	  considerable	  extent	  
described	  as	  an	  unexpected	  
surprise	  that	  arose	  either	  in	  
the	  internal	  or	  the	  external	  
environment	  of	  your	  
company?	  	  

...Well,	  9/11	  was	  unexpected	  of	  
course.	  And	  the	  other	  one	  was	  
unexpected	  as	  well...	  

Extraordinary	  
circumstances	  -‐	  

question	  ineffective	  
0	  

Are	  you	  currently	  aware	  of	  a	  
potential	  threat	  sleeping	  inside	  
of	  your	  company,	  or	  in	  its	  
external	  environment	  that	  
could	  lead	  to	  a	  crisis?	  

We	  see	  development	  in	  
Americas	  where	  they	  found	  gas	  
with	  which	  plastic	  can	  be	  
cheaply	  produced...	  ...less	  
investments	  in	  Western	  Europe	  
and	  instead	  they	  are	  being	  
made	  in	  Northern	  America	  and	  
China...	  We	  will	  have	  a	  less	  
competitive	  edge	  when	  
compared	  to	  those	  countries...	  

Displays	  awareness	   1	  

	  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8	  Recording	   of	   the	   first	   part	   of	   the	   third	   interview	  was	   unfortunately	   lost	   due	   to	   technical	   issues.	   Nature	   of	  
answers	   (confirmative	   /	   negative	   /	   evasive)	   was	   however	   captured	   on	   a	  simple,	   hand	   written	   checklist	  
elaborated	  simultaneously	  while	  recording	  the	  interview.	  That	  information	  in	  combination	  with	  the	  remainder	  
of	  the	  footage	  made	   it	   	   later	  possible	  to	  derive	  conclusions	  and	  distribute	  points	  to	  answers	  collected	  during	  
that	  particular	  interview.	  	  	  	  	  



55	  
	  

Table 7: Curiosity- Albis 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Curiosity	  

Have	  you	  ever	  attempted	  to	  
enter	  “unexplored	  territories”	  
with	  your	  business?	  Do	  you	  
have	  history	  of	  making	  
potentially	  fruitful	  but	  risky	  
business	  decisions?	  

Yes.	  We	  tried	  to	  acquire	  a	  
company	   Confirmative	   1	  

Have	  you	  tried	  new	  
approaches	  to	  your	  day-‐to-‐day	  
business	  activities?	  

Recently	  we	  changed	  setup	  of	  
marketing	  and	  sales	  
departments...	  We	  are	  
expanding	  into	  BRIC	  
countries...	  ...we	  are	  also	  
opening	  a	  new	  factory	  in	  China	  
this	  month...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Do	  you	  invest	  into	  innovation?	  
(What	  form	  does	  it	  take?)	   ...we	  have	  our	  own	  R&D...	  	   Confirmative	   1	  

	  

Table 8: Innovation - Albis	  

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Innovation	  

Do	  you	  find	  it	  worthwhile	  to	  
attempt	  to	  obtain	  feedback	  
from	  your	  employees?	  

Very	  much	  so.	  We	  really	  
appreciate	  any	  sort	  of	  feedback	  
we	  get	  from	  employees.	  

Evasive	  	   0	  

How	  do	  you	  treat	  the	  issue	  of	  
knowledge	  management	  in	  
your	  company?	  

We	  have	  internships...	  ...we	  do	  
job	  rotations...	  ...we	  have	  
training	  programs...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Is	  your	  organization	  active	  in	  
any	  community	  of	  practice?	  	  
Do	  you	  have	  a	  history	  of	  
organizing	  such	  activities	  
yourself?	  

...a	  member	  of	  Dutch	  Plastic	  
Federation...	  ...started	  to	  take	  
steps	  for	  creation	  of	  a	  platform	  
for	  compounders...	  ...a	  brain	  
park	  in	  Eindhoven...	  

Confirmative	   1	  
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Table 9: Modularity - Albis	  

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

M
odularity	  

Do	  you	  utilize	  project	  teams?	  
...that	  is	  inherent	  to	  the	  
organization’s	  structure...	   Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  your	  products	  
or	  services	  are	  modular?	  (I.e.	  
Can	  they	  be	  decomposed	  into	  
smaller	  parts	  that	  can	  be	  
recombined?)	  

I	  guess	  we	  never	  start	  from	  a	  
scratch...	  ...an	  enormous	  
database	  with	  solutions...	  ...we	  
can	  have	  a	  look	  at	  things	  we	  
already	  did	  and	  then	  work	  from	  
there...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Do	  you	  try	  to	  actively	  avoid	  a	  
situation	  in	  which	  you	  would	  
overly	  depend	  on	  few	  key	  
employees?	  	  

...nobody	  in	  the	  company	  is	  
irreplaceable...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

	  

Table 10: Social Capital - Albis	  

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Social	  Capital	  

What	  do	  you	  do	  to	  foster	  the	  
social	  capital	  in	  your	  company?	  

Well	  we	  have	  an	  HR...	  ...They	  
know	  how	  to	  train	  skills...	  ...we	  
try	  to	  follow	  the	  trends	  in	  
Benelux...	  

Vague	   0	  

Are	  you	  aware	  of	  the	  existence	  
of	  informal	  social	  groups	  in	  
your	  organization?	  If	  yes,	  do	  
you	  often	  try	  to	  interfere	  with	  
such	  dynamics?	  

There	  are	  always	  informal	  
structures...	  ...That’s	  a	  good	  
question…	  

Evasive	   0	  

Do	  you	  try	  to	  bring	  together	  
people	  from	  different	  
backgrounds	  of	  expertise?	  
Have	  such	  efforts	  proven	  
useful	  in	  the	  past?	  

Recently	  we	  hired	  people	  from	  
different	  branches...	  ...I	  hired	  
an	  employee	  from	  logistics...	  	  

confirmative	   1	  
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Table 11: Ambidexterity - Albis	  

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Am
bidexterity	  

Would	  you	  say	  that	  there	  is	  an	  
ongoing	  clash	  between	  
conservative	  and	  progressive	  
forces	  in	  your	  company?	  	  

Always	   Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  you	  have	  in	  
your	  team	  individual	  who	  can	  
very	  effectively	  combine	  
conservativeness	  and	  
innovativeness?	  

I	  think	  I	  am	  a	  good	  example	  of	  
that	   Said	  as	  a	  joke.	   0	  

Would	  you	  say	  that	  you	  go	  
through	  cyclic	  phases	  of	  
conservative	  and	  innovative	  
periods	  or	  do	  the	  two	  
approaches	  mostly	  occur	  
simultaneously?	  

...it	  happens	  simultaneously	   Confirmative	   1	  

	  

Table 12: Leadership - Albis	  

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Leadership	  

Do	  you	  actively	  try	  to	  foster	  a	  
new	  generation	  of	  leaders	  in	  
your	  organization?	  How?	  

Yes	  I	  think	  so.	  However	  that’s	  
my	  personal	  view	   Evasive	   0	  

Would	  you	  say	  employees	  
benefit	  from	  being	  allowed	  to	  
see	  the	  “big	  picture”	  or	  are	  
they	  better	  of	  knowing	  just	  
what	  they	  need	  to	  for	  carrying	  
on	  their	  daily	  tasks?	  

We	  try	  to	  share	  as	  much	  
information	  as	  we	  can...	  ...We	  
have	  an	  intranet...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  teams	  in	  your	  
organization	  display	  self-‐
organizing	  capabilities?	  How	  
much	  do	  you	  need	  to	  “play	  the	  
boss”?	  What	  is	  your	  leadership	  
model	  like?	  

Very	  much.	  For	  example	  this	  
particular	  team	  is	  a	  self	  
steering	  one...	  ...I	  see	  myself	  
more	  like	  a	  facilitator...	  

Confirmative	   1	  
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Subject	  2	  –	  Dura	  Vermeer	  
	  

Table 13: Awareness of Thresholds – Dura Vermeer 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Thresholds	  

Are	  you	  aware	  of	  your	  
company	  ever	  going	  through	  
turbulent	  times?	  	  

It’s	  happening	  right	  
now...	  ...we	  are	  standing	  quite	  
stable...	  ...there’s	  a	  bit	  of	  
fighting...	  ...might	  be	  better	  to	  
accept	  shrinking...	  ...rather	  
than	  risking	  our	  customer	  
relationships...	  Dura	  family	  is	  
thinking	  in	  terms	  of	  lifetimes,	  
not	  in	  terms	  of	  
yearbooks.	  ...the	  last	  big	  crisis	  
was	  in	  the	  late	  Eighties.	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  this	  crisis	  
could	  be	  to	  a	  considerable	  
extent	  described	  as	  an	  
unexpected	  surprise?	  Would	  
knowing	  about	  it	  make	  it	  
easier?	  	  

in	  these	  days	  we	  can	  see	  when	  
a	  crisis	  is	  coming...	  ...suddenly	  
everything	  became	  more	  
severe.	  ...knowing	  it	  as	  a	  
director	  is	  one	  thing	  but	  
getting	  the	  message	  to	  your	  
employees	  is	  more	  
difficult.	  ...nobody	  believed.	  

Awareness	  might	  
not	  be	  enough	   0	  

Are	  you	  currently	  aware	  of	  a	  
potential	  threat	  sleeping	  
inside	  of	  your	  company,	  or	  in	  
its	  external	  environment	  that	  
could	  lead	  to	  a	  crisis?	  

...the	  crisis	  might	  end	  very	  
suddenly	  and	  then	  the	  prices	  
of	  our	  subcontractors	  and	  
suppliers	  might	  rise	  much	  
faster	  than	  we	  can	  raise	  ours.	  

Confirmative	   1	  

 

Table 14: Curiosity – Dura Vermeer 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Curiosity	  

Have	  you	  ever	  attempted	  to	  
enter	  “unexplored	  
territories”	  with	  your	  
business?	  Do	  you	  have	  
history	  of	  making	  potentially	  
fruitful	  but	  risky	  business	  
decisions?	  

...we	  don’t	  experience	  
enormous	  
differences...	  ...market	  shrinks,	  
just	  as	  it	  has	  now,	  we	  have	  to	  
enter	  its	  different	  sections...	  
needs	  a	  different	  kind	  of	  
mentality...	  It’s	  a	  bit	  like	  
walking	  on	  ice...	  

Entered	  new	  
territories	  because	  
they	  had	  to.	  Not	  an	  
example	  of	  curiosity	  	  

0	  

Have	  you	  tried	  new	  
approaches	  to	  your	  day-‐to-‐
day	  business	  activities?	  

I	  began	  to	  study	  the	  lean	  
philosophy	  and	  soon	  I	  
implemented	  it	  into	  the	  
company...	  ...a	  mind	  switch.	  

Confirmative	   1	  
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Do	  you	  invest	  into	  
innovation?	  (What	  form	  does	  
it	  take?)	  

We	  have	  separate	  part	  in	  the	  
company	  for	  innovation	  called	  
Dura	  Vermeer	  Business	  
Development...	  ...all	  of	  this	  was	  
extremely	  expensive	  and	  so	  
our	  board	  decided...	  ...to	  
incorporate	  this	  unit	  into	  
several	  other	  parts	  of	  the	  
company...	  

Less	  innovation	  now	  
with	  the	  crisis	  then	  
in	  the	  past.	  Still	  

happening	  though.	  

1	  

	  

Table 15: Innovation – Dura Vermeer 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Innovation	  

Do	  you	  find	  it	  worthwhile	  to	  
attempt	  to	  obtain	  feedback	  
from	  your	  employees?	  

...company	  is	  organized	  in	  a	  
way	  that	  from	  the	  top	  to	  the	  
bottom	  we	  know	  about	  
everything	  that	  is	  going	  
on...	  ...I	  spend	  half	  of	  my	  time	  
on	  the	  working	  floor...	  ...So	  all	  
the	  innovations	  -‐	  we	  discuss	  
them	  with	  employees.	  ...We	  
put	  4	  or	  5	  employees	  in	  a	  room	  
and	  tell	  them	  that	  we	  want	  
them	  to	  think	  about	  new	  
ideas...	  ...it	  works	  ...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

How	  do	  you	  treat	  the	  issue	  of	  
knowledge	  management	  in	  
your	  company?	  

...the	  organization	  is	  so	  flat	  
that	  everybody	  knows	  each	  
other...	  no	  computer	  
programs...	  ...it	  just	  doesn’t	  
work	  for	  this	  company...	  ...f	  
you	  have	  a	  problem	  you	  speak	  
to	  a	  guy...	  ...it	  works...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Is	  your	  organization	  active	  in	  
any	  community	  of	  practice?	  	  
Do	  you	  have	  a	  history	  of	  
organizing	  such	  activities	  
yourself?	  

The	  biggest	  network	  of	  
construction	  
companies...	  ...active	  in	  more	  
than	  50	  network	  
organizations...	  ...I	  myself	  am	  
the	  manager	  of	  two	  
networks...	  ...We	  meet	  once	  a	  
month...	  

Confirmative	   1	  
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Table 16: Modularity – Dura Vermeer 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

M
odularity	  

Do	  you	  utilize	  project	  teams?	  
It’s	  all	  about	  project	  teams.	  
The	  whole	  company	  is	  
organized	  like	  that.	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  your	  products	  
or	  services	  are	  modular?	  (I.e.	  
Can	  they	  be	  decomposed	  
into	  smaller	  parts	  that	  can	  be	  
recombined?)	  

...Not	  more	  than	  20	  %	  of	  the	  
work	  that	  is	  done	  on	  site	  is	  
actually	  done	  by	  our	  people...	  

Evasive	   0	  

Do	  you	  try	  to	  actively	  avoid	  a	  
situation	  in	  which	  you	  would	  
overly	  depend	  on	  few	  key	  
employees?	  	  

We	  are	  aware	  of	  this...	  In	  the	  
220	  people	  unit	  there	  are	  
about	  10	  such	  individuals	  

Aware	  but	  
dependant...	  

Unlikely	  scenario	  
however.	  

1	  

	  

Table 17: Social Capital – Dura Vermeer 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Social	  Capital	  

What	  do	  you	  do	  to	  foster	  the	  
social	  capital	  in	  your	  
company?	  

...work	  a	  lot	  with	  the	  
employees...	  ...the	  “lower”	  you	  
are	  the	  more	  of	  a	  specialist	  you	  
can	  become,	  and	  then	  you	  can	  
get	  more	  skills	  from	  the	  
people...	  ...The	  management’s	  
job	  is	  then	  to	  take	  care	  of	  their	  
people...	  ...It	  requires	  mind	  
switch...	  ...managers	  in	  a	  way	  
that	  they	  pose	  as	  servants...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Are	  you	  aware	  of	  the	  
existence	  of	  informal	  social	  
groups	  in	  your	  organization?	  
If	  yes,	  do	  you	  often	  try	  to	  
interfere	  with	  such	  
dynamics?	  

That’s	  difficult.	  ...interfering	  
with	  them	  -‐	  maybe	  
sometimes...	  ...When	  
something	  new	  has	  to	  be	  done	  
I	  ask	  a	  few	  individuals	  to	  help	  
me	  to	  spread	  the	  
message.	  ...can	  work	  but	  it’s	  
difficult	  to	  manage...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Do	  you	  try	  to	  bring	  together	  
people	  from	  different	  
backgrounds	  of	  expertise?	  
Have	  such	  efforts	  proven	  
useful	  in	  the	  past?	  

I	  tried	  to.	  And	  it’s	  also	  
difficult.	  ...we	  do	  put	  different	  
types	  together...	  We	  work	  with	  
a	  system	  called	  Insights…	  ...you	  
have	  green	  types...	  ...blue	  
people...	  ...we	  try	  to	  get	  this	  in	  
balance...	  

Confirmative	   1	  
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Table 18: Ambidexterity – Dura Vermeer 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Am
bidexterity	  

Would	  you	  say	  that	  there	  is	  
an	  ongoing	  clash	  between	  
conservative	  and	  progressive	  
forces	  in	  your	  company?	  	  

Absolutely.	  	  ...some	  people	  say	  
“hey,	  that	  sound	  like	  a	  good	  
idea”,	  some	  others	  will	  always	  
say	  “why	  shouldn’t	  we	  stick	  to	  
something	  that	  has	  always	  
worked?”...	  ...This	  is	  also	  about	  
balance...	  ...If	  you	  got	  too	  
much	  tradition	  you	  won’t	  
move.	  But	  with	  no	  tradition	  
you	  will	  make	  mistakes	  and	  
eventually	  hit	  the	  rock...	  ...it’s	  
good	  to	  keep	  a	  part	  of	  your	  
company	  as	  its	  conscience...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  you	  have	  in	  
your	  team	  individual	  who	  can	  
very	  effectively	  combine	  
conservativeness	  and	  
innovativeness?	  

I	  wouldn’t	  say	  that	  there	  are	  
such	  naturals.	  

Negative.	  No	  further	  
discussion	  took	  

place.	  
0	  

Would	  you	  say	  that	  you	  go	  
through	  cyclic	  phases	  of	  
conservative	  and	  innovative	  
periods	  or	  do	  the	  two	  
approaches	  mostly	  occur	  
simultaneously?	  

if	  I	  say	  –	  we	  have	  to	  change	  the	  
managers	  accept	  it	  much	  
easier	  than	  the	  rest	  

Evasive	   1	  

	  

Table 19: Leadership – Dura Vermeer 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  
Leadership	  

Do	  you	  actively	  try	  to	  foster	  a	  
new	  generation	  of	  leaders	  in	  
your	  organization?	  How?	  

...we	  are	  teaching	  them	  to	  
explore	  other	  markets...	  ...we	  
are	  also	  trying	  to	  make	  sure	  
that	  they	  will	  not	  become	  
leaders	  in	  the	  traditional	  
sense.	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  employees	  
benefit	  from	  being	  allowed	  to	  
see	  the	  “big	  picture”	  or	  are	  
they	  better	  of	  knowing	  just	  
what	  they	  need	  to	  for	  
carrying	  on	  their	  daily	  tasks?	  

	  	   Question	  omitted	   0	  

Would	  you	  say	  teams	  in	  your	  
organization	  display	  self-‐
organizing	  capabilities?	  How	  
much	  do	  you	  need	  to	  “play	  
the	  boss”?	  What	  is	  your	  
leadership	  model	  like?	  

...This	  is	  a	  process	  which	  I	  am	  
still	  going	  through	  but	  I	  am	  not	  
quite	  there	  yet.	  

Negative	   0	  
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Subject	  3	  –	  Centric	  
	  

Table 20: Awareness of Thresholds – Centric 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Thresholds	  

Are	  you	  aware	  of	  your	  
company	  ever	  going	  through	  
turbulent	  times?	  	  

[part	  of	  the	  record	  was	  lost]	   Negative	   0	  

Would	  you	  say	  this	  crisis	  
could	  be	  to	  a	  considerable	  
extent	  described	  as	  an	  
unexpected	  surprise	  that	  
arose	  either	  in	  the	  internal	  or	  
the	  external	  environment	  of	  
your	  company?	  	  

[part	  of	  the	  record	  was	  lost]	   Not	  Applicable	   0	  

Are	  you	  currently	  aware	  of	  a	  
potential	  threat	  sleeping	  
inside	  of	  your	  company,	  or	  in	  
its	  external	  environment	  that	  
could	  lead	  to	  a	  crisis?	  

[part	  of	  the	  record	  was	  lost]	   Confirmative	   1	  

	  

Table 21: Curiosity – Centric 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Curiosity	  

Have	  you	  ever	  attempted	  to	  
enter	  “unexplored	  
territories”	  with	  your	  
business?	  Do	  you	  have	  
history	  of	  making	  potentially	  
fruitful	  but	  risky	  business	  
decisions?	  

[part	  of	  the	  record	  was	  lost]	   Evasive	   0	  

Have	  you	  tried	  new	  
approaches	  to	  your	  day-‐to-‐
day	  business	  activities?	  

[part	  of	  the	  record	  was	  lost]	   Confirmative	   1	  

Do	  you	  invest	  into	  
innovation?	  (What	  form	  does	  
it	  take?)	  

[part	  of	  the	  record	  was	  lost]	   Confirmative	   1	  
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Table 22: Innovation – Centric 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Innovation	  

Do	  you	  find	  it	  worthwhile	  to	  
attempt	  to	  obtain	  feedback	  
from	  your	  employees?	  

[part	  of	  the	  record	  was	  lost]	   Confirmative	   1	  

How	  do	  you	  treat	  the	  issue	  of	  
knowledge	  management	  in	  
your	  company?	  

[part	  of	  the	  record	  was	  lost]	   Confirmative	   1	  

Is	  your	  organization	  active	  in	  
any	  community	  of	  practice?	  	  
Do	  you	  have	  a	  history	  of	  
organizing	  such	  activities	  
yourself?	  

[part	  of	  the	  record	  was	  lost]	   Confirmative	   1	  

	  

Table 23: Modularity – Centric 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

M
odularity	  

Do	  you	  utilize	  project	  teams?	   [part	  of	  the	  record	  was	  lost]	   Confirmative	   1	  
Would	  you	  say	  your	  products	  
or	  services	  are	  modular?	  (I.e.	  
Can	  they	  be	  decomposed	  into	  
smaller	  parts	  that	  can	  be	  
recombined?)	  

Yes	  and	  it‘s	  very	  important.	  ...it	  
is	  now	  easier...	  ...products	  are	  
also	  less	  expensive...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Do	  you	  try	  to	  actively	  avoid	  a	  
situation	  in	  which	  you	  would	  
overly	  depend	  on	  few	  key	  
employees?	  	  

It’s	  a	  must	  to	  keep	  that	  in	  
mind.	  

Confirmative	   1	  

	  

Table 24: Social Capital – Centric 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Social	  Capital	  

What	  do	  you	  do	  to	  foster	  the	  
social	  capital	  in	  your	  
company?	  

...education	  programs...	  ...HR	  
deals	  with	  this.	   Confirmative	   1	  

Are	  you	  aware	  of	  the	  
existence	  of	  informal	  social	  
groups	  in	  your	  organization?	  
If	  yes,	  do	  you	  often	  try	  to	  
interfere	  with	  such	  
dynamics?	  

...I	  really	  know	  the	  people...	  ...I	  
often	  try	  to	  find	  out	  what	  
some	  other	  people	  think...	  ...I	  
also	  try	  to	  investigate...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Do	  you	  try	  to	  bring	  together	  
people	  from	  different	  
backgrounds	  of	  expertise?	  
Have	  such	  efforts	  proven	  
useful	  in	  the	  past?	  

people	  who	  always	  see	  
challenges	  and	  some	  other	  
who	  always	  see	  opportunities	  

Confirmative	   1	  
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Table 25: Ambidexterity – Centric 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Am
bidexterity	  

Would	  you	  say	  that	  there	  is	  
an	  ongoing	  clash	  between	  
conservative	  and	  progressive	  
forces	  in	  your	  company?	  	  

...I	  say	  you	  need	  both	  –	  not	  just	  
people	  who	  are	  
innovative...	  ...try	  to	  have	  the	  
right	  mixture...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  you	  have	  in	  
your	  team	  individual	  who	  can	  
very	  effectively	  combine	  
conservativeness	  and	  
innovativeness?	  

...almost	  impossible	  to	  have	  
these	  extremes	  in	  one	  
person...	  ...some	  of	  them	  are	  
quite	  innovative	  whereas	  there	  
is	  another	  one	  who	  tries	  to	  
balance	  them...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  that	  you	  go	  
through	  cyclic	  phases	  of	  
conservative	  and	  innovative	  
periods	  or	  do	  the	  two	  
approaches	  mostly	  occur	  
simultaneously?	  

depends	  on	  many	  different	  
factors	   Confirmative	   1	  

	  

Table 26: Leadership – Centric 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Leadership	  

Do	  you	  actively	  try	  to	  foster	  a	  
new	  generation	  of	  leaders	  in	  
your	  organization?	  How?	  

...we	  are	  not	  very	  
hierarchical...	  ...not	  so	  much	  
structure	  in	  the	  
company...	  ...we	  don’t	  teach	  
leadership	  in	  classes...	  

Decentralized	   0	  

Would	  you	  say	  employees	  
benefit	  from	  being	  allowed	  to	  
see	  the	  “big	  picture”	  or	  are	  
they	  better	  of	  knowing	  just	  
what	  they	  need	  to	  for	  
carrying	  on	  their	  daily	  tasks?	  

I	  always	  think	  it’s	  better	  if	  they	  
understand	  the	  big	  
picture.	  ...it’s	  a	  challenge	  to	  
keep	  them	  informed...	  It	  takes	  
a	  bit	  of	  time	  to	  translate.	  	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  teams	  in	  your	  
organization	  display	  self-‐
organizing	  capabilities?	  How	  
much	  do	  you	  need	  to	  “play	  
the	  boss”?	  What	  is	  your	  
leadership	  model	  like?	  

I	  can	  be	  rather	  directive...	  ...a	  
lot	  of	  people	  who	  can	  act	  really	  
autonomously...	  ...we	  have	  a	  
lot	  of	  freedom...	  

Evasive	   1	  
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Subject	  4	  –	  SNS	  REAAL	  
	  

Table 27: Awareness of Thresholds – SNS REAAL 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Thresholds	  

Are	  you	  aware	  of	  your	  
company	  ever	  going	  through	  
turbulent	  times?	  	  

Last	  year	  we	  had	  a	  crisis	  in	  
which	  we	  experienced	  certain	  
financial	  problems	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  this	  crisis	  
could	  be	  to	  a	  considerable	  
extent	  described	  as	  an	  
unexpected	  surprise?	  Would	  
knowing	  about	  it	  in	  advance	  
help?	  	  

...for	  me	  it	  wasn’t	  a	  
surprise...	  ...I	  don’t	  think	  many	  
people	  expected	  such	  
complications...	  ...I	  am	  not	  
sure...	  

Evasive	   0	  

Are	  you	  currently	  aware	  of	  a	  
potential	  threat	  sleeping	  
inside	  of	  your	  company,	  or	  in	  
its	  external	  environment	  that	  
could	  lead	  to	  a	  crisis?	  

I	  cannot	  give	  an	  
answer...	  ...privacy	  issue.	   privacy	  issue	   0	  

 

Table 28: Curiosity – SNS REAAL 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Curiosity	  

Have	  you	  ever	  attempted	  to	  
enter	  “unexplored	  
territories”	  with	  your	  
business?	  Do	  you	  have	  
history	  of	  making	  potentially	  
fruitful	  but	  risky	  business	  
decisions?	  

The	  products	  that	  are	  available	  
in	  the	  financial	  world	  are	  
changing	  and	  that	  is	  reflected	  
into	  changes	  in	  the	  
organization	  

More	  of	  a	  follower	  
mentality	   0	  

Have	  you	  tried	  new	  
approaches	  to	  your	  day-‐to-‐
day	  business	  activities?	  

The	  responsibility	  is	  no	  longer	  
only	  on	  the	  highest	  level	  but	  it	  
rather	  lies	  on	  all	  levels	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Do	  you	  invest	  into	  
innovation?	  (What	  form	  does	  
it	  take?)	  

...the	  innovation	  of	  
behaviour...	  ...distribution	  of	  
responsibility	  to	  
people...	  ...innovation	  is	  
happening	  on	  both	  the	  hard	  
side	  as	  well	  as	  on	  the	  soft	  
side...	  

Confirmative	   1	  
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Table 29: Innovation – SNS REAAL 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Innovation	  

Do	  you	  find	  it	  worthwhile	  to	  
attempt	  to	  obtain	  feedback	  
from	  your	  employees?	  

	  	  

question	  omitted	  
due	  to	  lack	  of	  
participant's	  
willingness	  to	  
answer	  similar	  
questions	  

0	  

How	  do	  you	  treat	  the	  issue	  of	  
knowledge	  management	  in	  
your	  company?	  

...we	  have	  a	  so	  called	  
community	  of	  practice...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Is	  your	  organization	  active	  in	  
any	  community	  of	  practice?	  	  
Do	  you	  have	  a	  history	  of	  
organizing	  such	  activities	  
yourself?	  

...we	  have	  a	  so	  called	  
community	  of	  practice...	   Confirmative	   1	  

	  

Table 30: Modularity – SNS REAAL 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

M
odularity	  

Do	  you	  utilize	  project	  teams?	   are	  building	  a	  new	  team	  now	  
that	  could	  be	  self-‐steering	  	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  your	  products	  
or	  services	  are	  modular?	  (I.e.	  
Can	  they	  be	  decomposed	  into	  
smaller	  parts	  that	  can	  be	  
recombined?)	  

When	  we	  built	  a	  system,	  there	  
is	  always	  a	  lot	  of	  
modularity…	  ...we	  have	  several	  
teams	  and	  each	  of	  these	  teams	  
which	  work	  on	  separate	  
parts…	  ...our	  backbone	  is	  
organized	  in	  that	  way…	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Do	  you	  try	  to	  actively	  avoid	  a	  
situation	  in	  which	  you	  would	  
overly	  depend	  on	  few	  key	  
employees?	  	  

We	  are	  trying	  to	  organize	  the	  
teams	  in	  a	  way	  that	  people	  not	  
only	  know	  how	  to	  develop	  a	  
part	  of	  software	  but	  that	  they	  
are	  also	  able	  to	  spread	  the	  
knowledge	  	  

Confirmative	   1	  
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Table 31: Social Capital – SNS REAAL 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Social	  Capital	  

What	  do	  you	  do	  to	  foster	  the	  
social	  capital	  in	  your	  
company?	  

...education	  programs…	  ...a	  
people	  plan	  -‐	  we	  compare	  
people	  in	  a	  register.	  ...planning	  
conversations	  as	  well	  as	  result	  
conversations…	  ...we	  can	  see	  
their	  performance	  and	  
behaviour…	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Are	  you	  aware	  of	  the	  
existence	  of	  informal	  social	  
groups	  in	  your	  organization?	  
If	  yes,	  do	  you	  often	  try	  to	  
interfere	  with	  such	  
dynamics?	  

I	  am	  aware…	  but	  do	  I	  use	  that?	  
No.	  ...those	  groups	  are	  “based	  
on	  what	  was	  in	  the	  past”	  …	  
people	  are	  thinking	  in	  a	  way	  of	  
past…	  ...the	  mindset	  of	  people	  
must	  be	  changed…	  when	  I	  try	  
to	  apply	  changes	  -‐	  I	  intend	  to	  
make	  a	  step	  forward.	  

Negative	   0	  

Do	  you	  try	  to	  bring	  together	  
people	  from	  different	  
backgrounds	  of	  expertise?	  
Have	  such	  efforts	  proven	  
useful	  in	  the	  past?	  

...people	  with	  different	  views	  
on	  the	  world,	  a	  mix	  between	  
men	  and	  women	  and	  a	  mix	  in	  
behaviour…	  

Vague	   0	  

	  

Table 32: Ambidexterity – SNS REAAL 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Am
bidexterity	  

Would	  you	  say	  that	  there	  is	  
an	  ongoing	  clash	  between	  
conservative	  and	  progressive	  
forces	  in	  your	  company?	  	  

the	  culture	  4	  years	  ago	  was	  
conservative…	  ...I	  tried	  to	  
make	  it	  more	  
progressive.	  ...people	  are	  not	  
very	  change	  
minded.	  ...conservative	  people	  
are	  necessary.	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  you	  have	  in	  
your	  team	  individual	  who	  can	  
very	  effectively	  combine	  
conservativeness	  and	  
innovativeness?	  

...there	  are	  two	  individuals	  like	  
that	  and	  then	  there	  are	  three	  
conservative	  and	  three	  
innovative	  individuals…	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  that	  you	  go	  
through	  cyclic	  phases	  of	  
conservative	  and	  innovative	  
periods	  or	  do	  the	  two	  
approaches	  mostly	  occur	  
simultaneously?	  

	  	   Question	  omitted	   0	  
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Table 33: Leadership – SNS REAAL 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Leadership	  

Do	  you	  actively	  try	  to	  foster	  a	  
new	  generation	  of	  leaders	  in	  
your	  organization?	  How?	  

I	  am	  looking	  for	  a	  different	  
kind	  of	  leadership.	  ...a	  
distinction	  between	  leadership	  
and	  management.	  	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  employees	  
benefit	  from	  being	  allowed	  to	  
see	  the	  “big	  picture”	  or	  are	  
they	  better	  of	  knowing	  just	  
what	  they	  need	  to	  for	  
carrying	  on	  their	  daily	  tasks?	  

	  	   question	  omitted	   0	  

Would	  you	  say	  teams	  in	  your	  
organization	  display	  self-‐
organizing	  capabilities?	  How	  
much	  do	  you	  need	  to	  “play	  
the	  boss”?	  What	  is	  your	  
leadership	  model	  like?	  

The	  responsibility	  is	  no	  longer	  
only	  on	  the	  highest	  level	  but	  it	  
rather	  lies	  on	  all	  levels…	  …we	  
are	  building	  a	  new	  team	  now	  
that	  could	  be	  self-‐steering…	  

Confirmative	   1	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



69	  
	  

Subject	  5	  –	  PGGM	  
	  

Table 34: Awareness of Thresholds – PGGM 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Thresholds	  

Are	  you	  aware	  of	  your	  
company	  ever	  going	  through	  
turbulent	  times?	  	  

We	  haven’t	  had	  a	  crisis	  and	  in	  
fact	  we	  are	  growing	  in	  spite	  of	  
the	  recession	  

Negative	   0	  

Would	  you	  say	  this	  crisis	  
could	  be	  to	  a	  considerable	  
extent	  described	  as	  an	  
unexpected	  surprise	  that	  
arose	  either	  in	  the	  internal	  or	  
the	  external	  environment	  of	  
your	  company?	  	  

	  	   not	  applicable	   0	  

Are	  you	  currently	  aware	  of	  a	  
potential	  threat	  sleeping	  
inside	  of	  your	  company,	  or	  in	  
its	  external	  environment	  that	  
could	  lead	  to	  a	  crisis?	  

Of	  course	  we	  are.	  We	  do	  have	  
our	  strategic	  plans.	  We	  
scanned	  our	  environment...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

	  

Table 35: Curiosity – PGGM 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Curiosity	  

Have	  you	  ever	  attempted	  to	  
enter	  “unexplored	  
territories”	  with	  your	  
business?	  Do	  you	  have	  
history	  of	  making	  potentially	  
fruitful	  but	  risky	  business	  
decisions?	  

...now	  we	  work	  for	  clients	  
which	  is	  a	  completely	  new	  
business...	  ...we	  bought	  
another	  administrator...	  ...we	  
are	  in	  the	  middle	  of	  yet	  
another	  acquisition...	  ...all	  of	  
this	  is	  new	  for	  us...	  	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Have	  you	  tried	  new	  
approaches	  to	  your	  day-‐to-‐
day	  business	  activities?	  

I	  just	  had	  a	  reorganization	  of	  
my	  IT	  department.	  ...all	  fresh,	  
with	  new	  people.	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Do	  you	  invest	  into	  
innovation?	  (What	  form	  does	  
it	  take?)	  

continuous	  improvement	  
programs...	  ...an	  innovation	  
but	  not	  a	  transformation.	  ...all	  
of	  these	  projects	  are	  intended	  
to	  change	  
something	  ...	  ...introduction	  of	  
new	  products	  ...	  

Confirmative	   1	  
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Table 36: Innovation – PGGM 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Innovation	  

Do	  you	  find	  it	  worthwhile	  to	  
attempt	  to	  obtain	  feedback	  
from	  your	  employees?	  

Yes,	  of	  course.	  ...To	  a	  
point.	  ...there	  are	  still	  some	  
people	  who	  have	  their	  
doubts...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

How	  do	  you	  treat	  the	  issue	  of	  
knowledge	  management	  in	  
your	  company?	  

...education	  
programs...	  ...programs	  to	  
standardize	  outputs...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Is	  your	  organization	  active	  in	  
any	  community	  of	  practice?	  	  
Do	  you	  have	  a	  history	  of	  
organizing	  such	  activities	  
yourself?	  

Yes	  of	  course.	  And	  it’s	  very	  
useful.	  ...we	  now	  keep	  meeting	  
once	  in	  every	  two	  
months.	  	  ...We	  also	  introduced	  
a	  group...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

	  

Table 37: Modularity – PGGM 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

M
odularity	  

Do	  you	  utilize	  project	  teams?	   	  	   answered	  before	   1	  
Would	  you	  say	  your	  products	  
or	  services	  are	  modular?	  (I.e.	  
Can	  they	  be	  decomposed	  into	  
smaller	  parts	  that	  can	  be	  
recombined?)	  

...“buy	  the	  best	  and	  build	  the	  
rest”...	  ...just	  one	  package	  for	  
one	  functionality...	  so	  that	  we	  
don’t	  spread	  them	  all	  over	  the	  
business...	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Do	  you	  try	  to	  actively	  avoid	  a	  
situation	  in	  which	  you	  would	  
overly	  depend	  on	  few	  key	  
employees?	  	  

...can	  be	  an	  issue.	  ...we	  try.	   vague	   0	  

	  

Table 38: Social Capital – PGGM 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Social	  Capital	  

What	  do	  you	  do	  to	  foster	  the	  
social	  capital	  in	  your	  
company?	  

Education	  and	  so	  on.	   Confirmative	   1	  

Are	  you	  aware	  of	  the	  
existence	  of	  informal	  social	  
groups	  in	  your	  organization?	  
If	  yes,	  do	  you	  often	  try	  to	  
interfere	  with	  such	  
dynamics?	  

...there	  are	  always	  such	  
groups...	  One	  tries	  to	  reach	  the	  
opinion	  makers	  and	  influence	  
them.	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Do	  you	  try	  to	  bring	  together	  
people	  from	  different	  
backgrounds	  of	  expertise?	  
Have	  such	  efforts	  proven	  
useful	  in	  the	  past?	  

surprisingly	  it	  is	  very	  useful	  
because	  such	  people	  don’t	  talk	  
to	  each	  other	  on	  a	  regular	  
basis	  unless	  you	  put	  some	  
effort	  in	  it.	  

Confirmative	   1	  
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Table 39: Ambidexterity – PGGM 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Am
bidexterity	  

Would	  you	  say	  that	  there	  is	  
an	  ongoing	  clash	  between	  
conservative	  and	  progressive	  
forces	  in	  your	  company?	  	  

...wouldn’t	  call	  them	  clashes.	  
But	  here	  are	  some...	   Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  you	  have	  in	  
your	  team	  individual	  who	  can	  
very	  effectively	  combine	  
conservativeness	  and	  
innovativeness?	  

...rather	  come	  from	  multiple	  
people	   Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  that	  you	  go	  
through	  cyclic	  phases	  of	  
conservative	  and	  innovative	  
periods	  or	  do	  the	  two	  
approaches	  mostly	  occur	  
simultaneously?	  

It	  is	  cyclical.	  	   Confirmative	   1	  

	  

Table 40: Leadership – PGGM 

Variable	   Question	   Answer	   Evaluation	   Points	  

Leadership	  

Do	  you	  actively	  try	  to	  foster	  a	  
new	  generation	  of	  leaders	  in	  
your	  organization?	  How?	  

...strategic	  employee	  
planning...	  ...have	  our	  
successors	  in	  place...	  is	  not	  
very	  effective	  right	  
now...	  ...effort	  to	  make	  it	  
more	  effective...	  	  

Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  employees	  
benefit	  from	  being	  allowed	  to	  
see	  the	  “big	  picture”	  or	  are	  
they	  better	  of	  knowing	  just	  
what	  they	  need	  to	  for	  carrying	  
on	  their	  daily	  tasks?	  

...we	  discuss	  all	  the	  projects	  
and	  strategy	  and	  so	  on...	   Confirmative	   1	  

Would	  you	  say	  teams	  in	  your	  
organization	  display	  self-‐
organizing	  capabilities?	  How	  
much	  do	  you	  need	  to	  “play	  the	  
boss”?	  What	  is	  your	  leadership	  
model	  like?	  

...there	  is	  not	  so	  much	  of	  the	  
self-‐
organizing...	  ...sometimes	  it’s	  
difficult...	  ...people	  do	  not	  
move	  fast	  enough...	  

Negative	   0	  
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9. Results 
 

Accuracy	  of	  the	  hypothesis	  by	  the	  participant	  
	  

The table below displays the evaluation of collected data. The tested hypothesis can be 
considered 71.42 % accurate in the case of the first subject – Albis Plastic who achieved 15 
points out of the maximum of 21. In the case of the second subject – Dura Vermeer, the 
hypothesis can be also considered 71.42% accurate since the same amount of points was 
achieved. In the case of the third subject – Centric, the hypothesis can be considered 80.95% 
accurate, since the subject achieved 17 points out of the maximum of 21. In the case of the 
forth subject – SNS REAAL, the hypothesis can be considered 61.90% accurate, since the 
amount of 13 points out of the maximum of 21 was achieved. Finally, in the case of the fifth 
subject – PGGM, the hypothesis can be considered 85.71% accurate, since the amount of 18 
points out of the maximum of 21 was achieved.  

 

Table 40: Evaluation of interviews 

Variable	   Question	   Albis	   Dura	   Centric	   SNS	   PGGM	   Importance	  
of	  Variable	  

1	  (Thresholds)	  
1	   1	   1	   0	   1	   0	  

8	  	  
	  

2	   0	   0	   0	   0	   1	  
3	   1	   1	   1	   0	   1	  

2	  (Curiosity)	  
1	   1	   0	   0	   0	   1	  

12	  2	   1	   1	   1	   1	   1	  
3	   1	   1	   1	   1	   1	  

3	  (Innovation)	  
1	   0	   1	   1	   0	   1	  

13	  2	   1	   1	   1	   1	   1	  
3	   1	   1	   1	   1	   1	  

4	  (Modularity)	  
1	   1	   1	   1	   1	   1	  

13	  2	   1	   0	   1	   1	   1	  
3	   1	   1	   1	   1	   0	  

5	  (Social	  Capital)	  
1	   0	   1	   1	   1	   1	  

11	  2	   0	   1	   1	   0	   1	  
3	   1	   1	   1	   0	   1	  

6	  (Ambidexterity)	  
1	   1	   1	   1	   1	   1	  

12	  2	   0	   0	   1	   1	   1	  
3	   1	   1	   1	   0	   1	  

7	  (Leadership)	  
1	   0	   1	   0	   1	   1	  

9	  2	   1	   0	   1	   0	   1	  
3	   1	   0	   1	   1	   0	  

Points	  in	  Total	   	  	   15	   15	   17	   13	   18	   	  	  
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Accuracy	  of	  the	  hypothesis	  in	  general	  
	  

The table bellow displays the overall accuracy of the hypothesis. Five participating companies 
achieved seventy-eight out of the maximum of one hundred and five points achievable in 
seven categories, examined by three questions per each category. That translates into eighty-
one point nine percent (81.9%) accuracy of the hypothesis that  

Adaptive capacity of business organizations is an outcome of a combination of multiple 
variables. The presence of factors such as awareness of thresholds, curiosity, innovation, 
modularity, ambidexterity as well as cultivation of quality social capital through appropriate 
leadership, is of crucial importance for achievement of longevity. 

  

Table 41: Evaluation of the hypothesis 

	  	   Points	  per	  
company	  

Accuracy	  of	  
hypothesis	  

Com
pany	  

Albis	   15	  

78/105	  =	  
81,9	  %	  

Dura	   15	  

Centric	   17	  

SNS	   13	  

PGGM	   18	  

 

Hierarchical	  order	  of	  examined	  variables	  
 

As is apparent from the simple table below (derived from Table 40: Evaluation of interviews), 
the importance of examined variables is as follows: the most important concepts within the 
mixture that can be referred to as the adaptive capacity of business organizations, appear to be 
innovation and modularity – both with 13 out of the maximum of 15 points. The second 
place is held by curiosity and ambidexterity, i.e. concepts that achieved 12 out of the 
maximum of 15 points. The position of the third place belongs to social capital with 11 out of 
15 points, followed by leadership with 9 and awareness of thresholds with 8 points. 
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Table 42: Hierarchical order of examined variables in relation to adaptive capacity of 
business organizations 

Variable	   Importance	  of	  
Variable	  

1	  Thresholds	   8	  
2	  Curiosity	   12	  
3	  Innovation	   13	  
4	  Modularity	   13	  
5	  Social	  Capital	   11	  
6	  Ambidexterity	   12	  
7	  Leadership	   9	  

 

 

 

Figure 10: Hierarchical order of examined variables in relation to adaptive capacity of 
business organizations (interpretation of the author of this document) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inovason	  &	  
Modularity	  

Curiosity	  &	  
Ambidexterity	  

Social	  Capital	  

Leadership	  

Awareness	  of	  Thresholds	  
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10. Conclusion 
	  

At the end of the insightful process of working on this study, several points can be made with 
certain amount confidence. Firstly, the field research has proven, perhaps rather 
unsurprisingly, that innovation truly is a feature at the top of the list of qualities that make 
companies adaptive, in consequence of which they can achieve longevity. Maybe a bit more 
surprisingly however, modularity stands on the same position of importance too.  This finding 
might not be really shocking to some, since Holling, as well as some others, already made it 
rather clear in their writings about social-ecologic systems that the concept of modularity has 
a prominent place among qualities that contribute to resilience. Secondly, curiosity can be 
also highlighted as a variable of considerable consequence, which seems to be logical since, 
since it is indeed the mother of innovation without which there would not be the desire among 
mankind to come up with new solutions. The ability of steering individuals within examined 
systems to combine innovative behaviour with the urge of remaining without rapid change 
(that is perhaps inherent to the very nature of humans) that is more often referred to as 
organizational ambidexterity, also ranks very highly on the list of reasons why some systems 
can effectively adapt to constantly changing environment.  

These four chief features stand on the three level basis represented by the collectives of 
individuals active within examined structures. That explains the position of social capital or in 
other words - “the importance of people” within the pyramid. Other two levels of that basis – 
and this is where a certain amount of surprise can be admitted, belong to leadership and the 
awareness of thresholds. Leadership is the one of these two qualities that is perhaps easier to 
be accepted at a position below social capital, since it correlates nicely with the familiar trend 
of decentralization of power that is being described in increasing number of sources of 
knowledge across academia as well as non-scientific publishing.  The partial abolishment of 
authorities is something that was very often spontaneously brought up by interviewees who 
participated in this research, which reinforces the previous notion. The pattern of shifting 
power is becoming more prominent not only on the general level of organizations but also at 
their micro level, i.e. within teams (see Figure 9 p 41). Hence the notion of self-steering 
capacities among such micro units frequently mentioned and highly appreciated by 
interviewed decision makers. 

Interestingly, in connection to what it takes to have such luxury (or maybe necessity) as is the 
ability of self-organization, participants often (spontaneously) mentioned the requirement of 
having what it takes to make a “certain mind switch”9 . Could this be Kuhn’s Gestalt-switch 
which my colleague in research and a fellow student Tobias mentions in his study? If so, a 
statement is to be made that it is somewhat conforming to see pieces of the jigsaw puzzle 
coming together in a click... 

Perhaps the biggest surprise of this study of significant variables of adaptive capacity is the 
low ranking position of awareness of thresholds. One would expect that something as noble 
sounding as that very ability would make it higher in the pyramid.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	  Interview	  with	  Dura	  Vermeer,	  variable	  2,	  question	  2	  and	  Interview	  with	  SNS	  REAAL,	  variable	  5,	  question2	  	  
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The result can be partially understood as the result of the fact that sometimes knowing what is 
about to come simply is not enough to prevent undesirable developments from happening 
(although it is always better than not knowing at all) and even more often such scenarios are 
inevitable. The ability to prepare for unexpected is in such case something that can be 
possible only to a point. 

The accuracy of the hypothesis has been estimated at the level of 81.9 %, which feels 
reasonably satisfactionary. Although it was not the intention of this study to suggest that the 
set of variables whose relevance was the subject of testing should be seen as an attempt to 
asses participating organizations in any way, it is perhaps interesting to point out the 
observation that the variables in question were recognized less frequently by subjects who 
voluntarily admitted having experienced turbulences. Conversely, subjects who rejected the 
idea of experiencing harsh times and instead reported growth (or simply stability) also 
recognized suggested patterns as relevant to their organizations to a greater extent than their 
struggling co-participants.  

The case of the last participant of the study – the fund administrating company PGGM 
illustrates nicely how successfully reinventing oneself can be the superior strategy to the one 
of rooting oneself more tightly within a hyper-dynamic environment that has become the 
world of this decade. Besides serving as an illustration it also extends on the previously 
mentioned notion that optimizing for stability might not be the best practice in ever changing 
character of the environment. One of the pioneers of resilient thinking once wrote that a land 
that has been suffering from never ending droughts might be better off (when it comes to its 
economic performance) if converted into a safari as opposed to if it was stubbornly kept as an 
agricultural land at increasingly higher costs of such optimizations. Obviously, this seems to 
be the case with business organizations as well. It is perhaps a good idea to mention at this 
point that PGGM is the organization that has reported “a growth in spite of the recession” 
when interviewed for this study. 

The final and somewhat unrelated observation to be mentioned at this point is that individuals 
often tend to say that they knew the crisis was coming but none wanted to believe them when 
they tried to warn them. Unrelated or not, maybe this trend reinforces the necessity of Gestalt 
– switches and it is therefore in place to speculate whether and how can such processes be 
artificially triggered a bit more often.     
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10.1. Limitations	  of	  the	  Research	  
	  

The chief limitation of this research is represented by the fact that the data was collected 
under conditions that can be described as favourable for reporting of information that is 
tailored with an intention to make the subject “look good” or “greater than life”. In other 
words a business director might be inclined towards making of statements such as “My 
leadership style is not very authoritarian” or “innovative behaviour is always welcome in our 
organization”, while the practice might sometimes suggest the opposite. Questions about e.g. 
what is the prevailing sentiment towards innovative initiative might be answered differently 
depending on who in an organization is asked and in what setting… Perhaps it would have 
been a source of valuable insights if the same interviews were made with multiple lower 
ranking employees in organizations that were approached.  Even in that case however, all 
kinds of self regulation mechanisms could be expected. As can be often seen in news from 
around the world – whistle blowing is usually not considered to be a highly appreciated kind 
of effort. Another reliability related threat derives from the fact that different variables might 
be of different relevance to different organizations. Although this statement might be a good 
topic for an academic discussion, for example the concept of modularity might be important 
to considerably different extent to a construction company and an IT company. That decreases 
the generalizability of the study to some extent. In this respect a more accurate report could 
have been achieved if the research was carried out with representatives of just one industry. 
That luxury was however granted to this project. Thirdly, the usual source of bias is 
represented by the likelihood of mistakes made during the process of data collection, analysis 
or the subsequent evaluation. The risk of misinterpretation of questions asked was minimized 
by the practice of asking “reinforcing questions” designed to assure correct understanding on 
both sides. In some cases questions were skipped due to interviewees’ obvious discomfort in 
the name of assuring of smooth continuance of the interview. That, of course, slightly distorts 
the final outcome although the size of perturbation is probably rather insignificant. Last group 
of reliability related issues is represented by all other possible threats unknown to the author 
of this study.  
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10.2. Future	  Research 
 

An interesting idea for a possible future research could be to carry out a similar study within 
one particular industry e.g. IT sector. The chance to cooperate with organizations that have a 
hundred years of experience would not be an option in that case, but interesting pieces of 
history can also happen in shorter time horizons. Besides, some of the most significant players 
in that particular field will be soon approaching their fourth decade of existence which already 
represents some maturity. Not to mention some exceptions (in terms of age) of perpetually 
self reinventing organizations such as IBM. Yet another interesting research could be carried 
out within the financial sector where conservativeness might be rather highly valued, which 
creates a nice contrast to the paradigm of innovation being one of the main sources of 
adaptive capacity. Moreover, every of the seven variables examined in this study could be 
analysed in a much more detailed manner and tested for its relevance to adaptive capacity. In 
fact – such efforts have been going on in case of each of the concepts in question.  

The phenomenon of ever-present overlapping informal groups and their relevance to 
resilience of social systems was only touched on its surface with one question in this study 
(Variable 5, Question 1). The enormous fascination of the author of this study with this topic 
is however a potential theme for further research in the future. 

Lastly, because the hypotheses was proven to be accurate “merely” to the extent of 81.9%, it 
can be safely assumed without much doubt that there are other important variables that were 
not taken into consideration in this research. It could therefore be a good idea to identify and 
test them.        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



79	  
	  

11. Bibliography 
 

Abcouwer, A. W., and Parson. B. Sustainable Assertiveness – The Adaptive Cycle of 
Resilience: Can Curiosity be Organized? (working paper), Amsterdam, 2011.  

Adamides, E., Karacapilidis, N. Knowledge management and collaborative model building in 
the strategy development process. Knowledge and Process Management, 11(2), 2005. 
 
Alexander, C. Notes on the Synthesis of Form. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, 1964. 

Arthur, W. B. Positive Feedback in the economy. Scientific American, Vol 262, No.2, pp 92 – 
99, 1990. 

Arthur, W. B. Self-reinforcing mechanisms in economics. The economy as an evolving 
complex system, 5, 9-31, 1988. 

Bak, P. How Nature Works: The Science of Self-Organized Criticality, Copernicus, New York, 
1996. 

Baldwin, C.Y., Clark, K.B. Managing in an age of modularity. Harvard Business Review 75 
(5), 84–93 (September–October), 1997. 
 
Beckman, C. M. The influence of founding team company affiliations on firm behavior. Acad. 
Management J. 49(4) pp 741–758, 2006. 
 
Beer, S. Designing Freedom, House of Anansi Press, 1993. 

Beer, S. Brain of the Firm, (2. ed.) Wiley, Chichester, p 417, 1981. 

Biggiero, L. Self-organizing processes in building entrepreneurial networks: a theoretical 
and empirical investigation. Human Systems Management, 20(3), 209-222, 2001. 

Blau, P. M. The dynamics of bureaucracy: A study of interpersonal relations in two 
government agencies (2nd ed.). Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969. 
 
Bolton, M. K., Malmrose, R., & Ouchi, W. G. The Organization of Innovation in the United 
States and Japan: Neoclasical and Relational Contracting. Journal of Management 
Studies, 31(5), 653-679, 1994. 

Bormann, F. H., and Likens, G. E. Patterns and Process in a Fostered Ecosystems. Springer-
Verlag, New York. 1981. 
Brooks, F.P. The Mythical Man-Month: Essays on Software Engineering. Addison-Wesley, 
Reading, 1975. 
 
Brown, M. E., Gioia, D. A. Making things click: Distributive leadership in an online division 
of an online organization. Leadership Quarterly, 13, 397 – 419, 2002. 

Brown, S. L., Eisenhardt, K. Competing on the Edge: Strategy as Structured Chaos. Harvard 
Business School Press, Boston, 1998. 
 



80	  
	  

Carpenter, S.R., Gunderson, L.H.. Coping with collapse: ecological and social dynamics in 
ecosystem management. BioScience 51, 451–457, 2001. 
 
Carpenter, S., Walker, B., Anderies, J., Abel, N., Cumming, G.S., Janssen, M., Lebel, L., 
Norberg, J., Peterson, G.D., and Pritchard. R. Resilience Management in Social-Ecological 
Systems: A Working Hypothesis for a Participatory Approach. Conservation Ecology 6(1) p 
14, 2002.   

Combe, I. A.,  Greenley, G. E. Capabilities for strategic flexibility: a cognitive content 
framework. European Journal of Marketing, Vol 38 No 11/12, pp. 1456-1480, 2004. 

Connel, J. H. Diversity in tropical rain forest and coral reefs. Science 199: 1302-1310, 1978. 

Coleman, J. S. Foundations of social theory. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990. 
 
Corning, P. A. Synergy and self-‐organization in the evolution of complex systems. Systems 
Research, 12(2), 89-12, 1995. 

Damanpour, F. The adoption of technological, administrative, and ancillary innovation: 
Impact of organizational factors. Journal of Management, vol.13, no.4, 1987. 

Day, D. V., Gronn, P., Salas, E. Leadership in team based organizations: On the threshold of 
era. The Leadership Quarterly 17: 211-216, 2006.  

Day, D.V., Gronn, P., Salas, E. Leadership capacity in teams. Leadership Quarterly, 15, 857 – 
880, 2004. 

Dionne, S.D., Yammarino, F. J., Atwater, L. E., James, L. R. Neutralizing substitutes for 
leadership theory: Leadership effects and common-source bias. Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 87, 454 – 464, 2002. 

Dilts, R. B.  The Law of Requisite Variety: Why Flexibility is Important for Success in 
a Changing World. NLP University Press. 1998. 

Dilts, R. B.  Changing Belief Systems with NLP. Meta Publications, Cupertino, Calif.,1990. 

Drucker, P. Managing Organizations. 2003. 

Dyer, L., and Ericksen, J. Complexity-Based Agile Enterprises: Putting Self-Organizing 
Emergence to Work. Cornell University, Illinois, 2008. 

Egbu, C., Botterill, K., and Bates, M. The influence of knowledge management and 
intellectual capital on organizational innovations. In ARCOM Seventeenth Annual 
Conference, ARCOM, University of Salford, Salford (Vol. 2, pp 547-555), 2001. 

Edmondson, A. Psychological safety and learning behaviour in work teams. Administrative 
Science Quarterly, 44: 350–383, 1999. 
 



81	  
	  

Egbu, C. O. Knowledge management and HRM: The role of the Project Manager. 
Proceedings of  PMI Europe 2001 - A Project Management Odyssey, 6 - 7th June 2001, Café 
Royal, London, UK, 2001. 

Floyd, S., Lane, P. Strategizing throughout the organization: Managing role conflict in 
strategic renewal. Acad. Management Rev. 25 154–177, 2000. 

Folke, C. Resilience: The emergence of a perspective for social–ecological systems 
analyses. Global environmental change, 16(3), 253-267, 2006. 

Folke, C., Carpenter, S., Elmqvist, T., Gunderson, L., Holling, C.S., Walker, B., Bengtsson, J., 
Berkes, F., Colding, J.,  Danell, K., Falkenmark, M., Gordon, L., Kasperson, R., Kautsky, N., 
Kinzig, A., Levin, S., Mäler, K.-G., Moberg, F., Ohlsson, L., Olsson, P., Ostrom, E.,  Reid, 
W., Rockström, J., Savenije, H., and Svedin, U. Resilience and sustainable development: 
building adaptive capacity in a world of transformations. International Council for Science, 
Paris, 2002. 

Foster, J. The analytical foundations of evolutionary economics: from biological analogy to 
economic self-organization. Structural Change and Economic Dynamics, 8(4), 427-
451.Nelson, 1995, 1997 

Franklin, J.F. and MacMahon J.A. Ecology –Messages from a mountain, Science 288 pp 
1183-1185, 2000. 

Fukuyama, F. The Origins of Political Order: From Prehuman Times to the French 
Revolution, (1st ed.) Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York, 2011. 

Garud, R., Jain, S. The embeddedness of technological systems. Advances in Strategic 
Management 13, 389–408, 1996. 
 
Geus de, A. The Living Company: A recipe for Success in the New Economy,The Washington 
Quaterly, pp 197 – 205, 1997. 
 
Gibson, C. B., Birkinshaw, J. The antecedents, consequences, and mediating role of 
organizational ambidexterity. Acad. Management J. 47 209–226, 2004. 

Gladstein, D. Groups in context: A model of task group effectiveness. Administrative Science 
Quarterly, 29: 499–517, 1984. 
 
Gronn, P. Distributed leadership as a unit of analysis. The Leadership Quarterly, 13(4), 423-
451, 2002. 
 
Gulati, R., Puranam, P. Renewal through reorganization: The value of inconsistencies 
between formal and informal organization, Organ. Sci. 20(2) pp 422–440, 2009. 
 
Gunderson, L. H. and Holling, C. S. Panarchy: Understanding Transformations in Human 
and Natural Systems, Island  Press, Washington, DC, 2002. 

Gunderson, L. H., Holling C.S., and Light, S.S. Barriers Broken and Bridges Built: A 
Synthethi, Columbia University Press, New York, 1995b. 



82	  
	  

Gupta, A. K., Smith, K. G., Shalley, C.E. The interplay between exploration and exploitation, 
Acad. Management J. 4 pp 693–706, 2006. 
 
Guzzo, R. A., & Dickson, M. W. Teams in organizations: Recent research on performance 
and effectiveness. Annual review of psychology, 47(1), 307-338, 1996. 

Hamel, G. Leading the Revolution: How to Thrive in Turbulent Times by Making Innovation a 
Way of Life. Harvard Business Press, 2002. 

Heene, A. Praktijkboek strategie Scriptum, Schiedam, 2002, p 335, 2002. 

Holling, C.S. Understanding the Complexity of Economic, Ecological, and Social Systems. 
Ecosystems (4:5), pp 390 – 405, 2001. 

Holling, C. S. The Resilience of Terrestrial Ecosystems: Local Surprise and Global Change. 
In Sustainable Development of the Biosphere, W.C. Clark and R. E. Munn (editors). 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, UK, 1986. 

Holling, C. S. Resilience and Stability of Ecological System. Annual Review of Ecology and 
Systematics. 4: 1 – 24, 1973b. 

Homans, G. C. The Human Group. Harpers, New York, 1950. 
 
Hurst, D. K., and Zimmerman, B. J. From Life Cycle to Ecocycle, Journal of Management 
Inquiry 3 (4) pp 339 – 354. 

Churchill Jr, G. A., Ford, N. M., and  Walker Jr, O. C. Measuring the job satisfaction of 
industrial salesmen. Journal of Marketing Research, 254-260, 1974. 

Ibarra, H. Personal networks of women and minorities in management: A conceptual 
framework. Academy of Management Review, 18: 56–87, 1993. 
 
Jennings, H. H. Leadership and isolation: A study of personality in interpersonal relations. 
New York: Longmans, 1943. 

Judge, T. A., Bono, J. E., Ilies, R., & Gerhardt, M. W. Personality and leadership: a 
qualitative and quantitative review. Journal of applied psychology,87(4), 765, 2002. 
 
Kimberly, J. R. and Evanisko, M. J. Organizational innovation: The influence of individual, 
organizational, and contextual factors on hospital adoption of technological and 
administrative innovations.  Academy of Management Journal, vol.24, pp.689-713, 1981. 

Krackhardt, D. Graph theoretical dimensions of informal organizations. Computational 
organization theory, 89(112), 123-140, 1994. 

Krackhardt, D., Brass, D. J. Intraorganizational networks: The micro side. In S. Wasserman 
& J. Galaskiewicz (Eds.), Advances in social network analysis: Research in the social and 
behavioral sciences: 207–229. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1994. 
 



83	  
	  

Krugman, P. The self-organizing economy, Mitsui Lectures in Economics. Wiley-Blackwell, 
Cambridge, Mass., USA, 1996. 

Langlois, R. N. Modularity in technology and organization. Journal of Economic Behavior & 
Organization, 49(1), 19-37, 2002. 
Langlois, R.N., Robertson, P.L. Networks and innovation in a modular system: lessons from 
the microcomputer and stereo component industries. Research Policy 21 (4), 297–313, 1992. 
Levin, S. A. Towards a Science of Ecological Management. Conservation Ecology 3(2) p 6, 
1999. 

Lee, M. E. The Evolution of Technology: A Model of Socio-Ecological Self-
Organization. Leydersdorff, L. & van der Besselaar, P.(red.). Evolutionary Economics and 
Chaos Theory. ew Directions in Technology Studies. Pinter Publishers, London, 1994. 

Liebowitz et al. (1999) – the proper reference will be added 

Light et al. 1995 – the proper reference will be added 

Lipman-Blumen, J. Connective Leadership: Managing in a changing world. New York: 
Oxford University, 2000. 

Lubatkin, M. H., Simsek, Z., Ling, Y., Veiga, J. F. Ambidexterity and performance in small- 
to medium-sized firms: The pivotal role of top management team behavioral integration. J. 
Management 32(5) pp 646–672, 2006. 
 
Lundvall, B.-Å. and Borràs, S. The Globalising Learning Economy: Implications for 
Innovation Policy, Brussels, DG XII, 1999. 

Madique, M. A. Entrepreneur champions and technological innovation. Sloan Management 
Review, vol.21, no.2, pp.59-76, 1980. 

Marshall, A. Principles of Economics. Macmillan and Co., 1890 

McMaster, M. D. The intelligence advantage: Organizing for complexity. Boston: 
Butterworth-Heinemann, 1996. 

Morey, N. C., Luthans, F. The use of dyadic alliances in informal organization: An 
ethnographic study. Human Relations, 44: 597–618, 1991. 
 
Nahapiet, J. and Ghoshal, S. Social Capital, Intellectual Capital and the Organizational 
Advantage, Academy of Management Review, 23, pp 242-266, 1998. 

Naím, M., The End of Power: From Boardrooms to Battlefields and Churches to States, Why 
Being in Charge Isn't What It Used to Be. Basic Books, 2013. 

Nickerson, J. A., T. R. Zenger, T. R. Being efficiently fickle: A dynamic theory of 
organizational choice, Organ. Sci. 13(5) pp 547–566, 2002. 
 
Norberg, J., Cumming, G. S. Complexity Theory for a Sustainable Future. Columbia 
University Press, New York, 2006. 
 



84	  
	  

Oh, H. S., Labianca, G., and Chung, M. H. A multilevel model of group social 
capital. Academy of Management Review, 2004. 

Olsson, P., Gunderson, L. H., Carpenter, S. R., Ryan, P. Lebel, L. Folke, C. and Holling. C. S. 
Shooting the Rapids: Navigating Transitions to Adaptive Governance of Social - Ecological 
Systems. Ecology and Society 11(1) pp 18, 2006. 

Pimm, S. L. The Complexity and Stability of Ecosystems. Nature 307 pp 321-326, 1984. 

Porter, M. E. Competitive Strategy: Techniques for Analyzing Industries and Competitors. 
Free Press, New York, pp. xx, 396 p., 1980. 

Puranam, P., Singh, H., Zollo, M. Organizing for innovation: Managing the coordination-
autonomy dilemma in technology acquisitions, Acad. Management J. 49(2) pp 263–280, 2006. 
 
Putnam, R. D.  The Prosperous Community: Social Capital and Public Life.  American 
Prospect, 4 p 13, 1993. 

Raisch, S., Birkinshaw, J., Probst, G., Tuschman, M. L. Organizational Ambidexterity: 
Balancing Exploitation and Exploration for Sustained Performance, Organization Science 20 
(4) pp 685-695, 2009. 

Raisch, S., J. Birkinshaw, J. Organizational ambidexterity: Antecedents, outcomes, and 
moderators, J. Management 34(3) pp 375–409, 2008. 
 
Rauf, M. Innovations and Informal Institutions: An Institutionalist Approach to the Role of 
Social Capital for Innovation. Development Research Institute, Tilburg University, 2009. 

Rogers, E. M. Diffusion of Innovations. Third Edition. New York, Free Press, 1983. 

Rycroft, R. W., Kash, D. E. Self-organizing innovation networks: implications for 
globalization. Technovation, 24(3), 187-197, 2004. 

Sanchez, R., Mahoney, J.T. Modularity, flexibility, and knowledge management in product 
and organizational design. Strategic Management Journal 17, 63–76 (Winter special issue), 
1996. 
 
Seibert, S. E., Kraimer, M. L., Liden, R. C. A social capital theory of career success. 
Academy of Management Journal, 44: 219–237, 2001. 
 
Shaw, M. E. Communication Networks. Adv. Experimental Social Psychology, 1, 111, 1964. 

Simon, H. A. The sciences of the artificial. MIT press, 1996 
 
Simon, H.A. The architecture of complexity. In: Proceedings of the American Philosophical 
Society, Vol. 106, pp. 467–482 (repinted in idem, The Sciences of the Artificial, 2nd Edition. 
MIT Press, Cambridge, 1981), 1962. 
 
Shepard, H. A. Innovation-resisting and innovation-producing organizations. Journal of 
Business, vol.40, pp.470-477, 1967. 



85	  
	  

Schilling, M.A., Steensma, H.K. The use of modular organizational forms: 
an industry level analysis, Academy of Management Journal, 44(6), 1149-1168, 2001. 

Shimizu, K.,  Hitt, M. A. Strategic flexibility: Organizational preparedness to reverse 
ineffective strategic decisions. Academy of Management Executive, 18(4), 44 – 58, 2004. 

Schumpeter, J. A. Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, Harper & Row, New York, 1950. 

Siggelkow, N., D. A. Levinthal, D. A. Temporarily divide to conquer: Centralized, 
decentralized, and reintegrated organizational approaches to exploration and adaptation, 
Organ. Sci. 14(6) pp 650–669, 2003. 
 
Smith, W. K., Tushman, M. L. Managing strategic contradictions: A top management model 
for managing innovation streams, Organ. Sci. 16(5) pp 522–536, 2005. 
 
Le Storti, A.J. Leadership for Innovation: What leaders must do for innovation to happen. 
Current Issues in Technology Management. 2006 

Senge, P. The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organisation. London, 
Century Business, 1990. 

Snowden, D.J., and Boone, M. E. A Leader's Framework for Decision Making. Harvard 
Business Review (85:11), pp 68-76, 2007. 
 
Stewart, T. A. (1994) Your company’s most valuable asset: intellectual capital. Fortune, 1994, 
October 3. 

Tatum, C. B. Process of innovation in construction firm. Journal of Construction Engineering 
Management, vol.113, no.4, December, 1987. 

Thompson, J. D. Organizations in action: Social Science Bases of Administrative Theory 
McGraw-Hill, New York, pp. xi, 192, 1967. 

Tilman, D., and Downing, J. A. Biodiversity and Stability in Grasslands. Nature 367 pp 363 – 
365, 1994. 

van de Ven, A., Angle, H. L.,  Poole, M. (Eds.). Research on the management of innovation: 
The Minnesota studies. New York: Harper & Row, 1989. 

Walker, B., and Salt, D. Resilience thinking: Sustaining Ecosystems and People in 
a Changing World. Island Press, 2006b. 

Wellman, B. Which types of ties and networks provide what kinds of social support. In 
Advances in group processes. 9: 207–235, 1992. 
 
Whyte, F. W. Street corner society. Chicago: The university of Chicago Press. 1943/1993 
 
 



86	  
	  

Section	  Three	  -‐	  Appendixes	  
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



87	  
	  

Appendix	  A	  –	  Fore	  Loop	  and	  Back	  Loop	  
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Appendix	  B	  -‐	  Model	  of	  Group	  Social	  Capital	  
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Appendix	  C	  –	  Transcripts	  of	  Trial	  Interviews	  
 
 

Trial	  Interview	  A	  –	  Web2Asia	  
	  

Q 1: Can you please briefly describe your business? What do you do? 

Answer: We are Shanghai-based full service digital marketing agency. We offer 3 types of 
core services: China digital strategy consulting, China E-commerce setup & operations, 
digital performance marketing (SEO, SEM, Banner display media buying, affiliate marketing, 
email marketing etc.) domestically in China and to some extend internationally. 

Q 2: Can you asses in which context your company operates? 

Reasoning behind the question: Both Cinefin Framework and Adaptive Cycles 
approaches suggest that organizations have to be able to asses this before they 
can implement the right set of policies (in order to stay resilient) 

Answer: We operate in the digital marketing & e-commerce industry. Additionally we work 
in the specific China context of those industries. 

Interviewer’s impression: Unfortunately due to my poor question formulation 
OR due to participant’s unwillingness to answer the question properly – the 
answer is not sufficient. 

Q 3: Would you say you as a business entity are so closely connected to either other 
businesses or any other entities that your “survival” depends on whether or not they 
remain capable of operating without much change?  

Reasoning behind the question: Attempting to assess the level of 
connectedness (modularity) as perceived by the respondent. 

Answer: There is no single entity – partner, investors or clients that we rely on. The company 
is profitable & the client portfolio is very diversified so that there is no single business that 
could threaten the survival of our agency. 

Interviewer’s impression: Having had the opportunity to work at this 
particular company in the past I can assume this is an answer that truly 
reflects the reality. I therefore conclude that the company is indeed diversified 
in terms of client portfolio and thus somewhat viable. 
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Q 4: Are you by any chance close to a situation in which a critical negative impact is to 
be expected from your external environment? (Please do not take into account extreme 
cases such as unexpected eruption of a war or a natural disaster). 

Reasoning behind the question: Trying to reveal whether it might be the case 
that the observed subject is in an omega phase for which a very high level of 
connectedness is typical. 

Answer: The upcoming regime change in China in November could have severe impact on 
the China digital media landscape and could affect our business. E.g. tighter controls on 
online advertisement or social media networks could negatively affect the reach and 
efficiency of our digital marketing campaigns. Second, the EUR exit of Greece could lead to a 
crash of the European economy and subsequently the world economy including China. This 
would have a negative effect on the marketing spending of our international brand clients in 
China as well as in their respective home country for offshored marketing services. 

Interviewer’s impression: Obviously, the business director is well aware of the 
situation in his surroundings. 

Q 5: Has your organization ever been in a situation that demanded significant 
reorganization in order to remain capable of operating? Looking back – what would you 
say was the cause of that situation? Were there perhaps any hidden symptoms of 
malpractice that went unseen for too long involved?  Please, try to describe the situation 
and how it was handled. 

Reasoning behind the question: Assessing participant’s awareness of and 
sensitivity to thresholds. 

Answer: Luckily we have never had a situation with negative impact that required significant 
re-organisation of the company or its core service offerings as such. On the opposite it was 
rather positive events that required the growth or extension of the service range because of 
increased client demand. 

Interviewer’s impression: I admit the question was formulated in a rather 
suggestive way. Unfortunately (for the purpose of this research) the answer did 
not reveal participant’s awareness and sensitivity to thresholds. 

Q 6: Your organization operates in a specific political setting. Are you aware of some 
potentially harmful (or beneficial) governmental trends arising in your area? Do you 
pay attention to such trends? 

Reasoning behind the question: assessing participant’s awareness to targeted 
resilience i.e. resilience “of what to what“(in this case to political shifts) 

Answer: We follow political trends in China very closely. As mentioned above the upcoming 
regime change will be the biggest political event in the last 10 years, which could have 
significant impact on the legal & political environment for foreign companies operating in 
China. 
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Interviewer’s impression: Because the potential threats to this particular 
organization are of political character, this question was indeed answered in Q 
4.  

Q 7: What does diversity mean to you in terms of your business? How do you perceive it 
and do you try to foster it in any particular way?  

Answer: Diversity is important in terms of employee qualifications as well as client portfolio. 
For those 2 cases diversity adds more expertise and risk reduction respectively. In terms of 
core service offerings and industry expertise we don’t strive to diversify but rather focus on 
one very clear cut service product & industry. 

Interviewer’s impression: According to participant’s answer the diversity is 
fostered in this organisation in order to minimise vulnerability to threats. 

Q 8: Do you or any of your key employees as professional(s) in your field try to establish 
and maintain relations with other fellow professionals in some sort of official manner? 
How important is networking to you? Can you give examples of this sort of pursuit 
being beneficial to your company?   

Reasoning behind the question: Holling suggests that organizations which 
participate in networking increase their access to accumulated knowledge and 
so implicitly they boost their viability. 

Answer: The majority of new client leads for our agency come from our wide ranging partner 
network. These are all complementary service providers that work with the same clients as we 
do and recommend each other. Additionally we frequently speak at or attend industry specific 
events where relations with other industry experts are built & maintained. 

Interviewer’s impression:A nice example of a well performing business 
network. 

Q 9: Are you familiar with the concept of “t-shaped people“? Do you ever utilize in your 
organization teams consisting of professionals across the spectre of expertise? Has this 
practice ever proven to be useful in your experience? 

Reasoning behind the question: With this question I am trying to find out 
whether participant’s organization provides enough grounds for innovation. 

Answer: Absolutely since our major client projects lie in the field of e-commerce. E-
Commerce is a relatively young industry and requires expertise from many other established 
industries such as traditional & digital marketing, software development, traditional retail, 
payment, warehousing, logistics, customer support etc. So it is essential that employees have a 
broad general know-how of the original underlying & related industries but a deep expertise 
in the core e-commerce application. 

Interviewer’s impression: Assuming that the t-shaped people concept is valid, 
this organisation obviously provides enough space for innovation in terms of 
extracting creative potential from its people. 
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Q 10: Do you often try to get feedback from your employees? Has it proven to be a 
useful practice in your company?  Can you recall a situation in which an employee came 
up with a great idea that would be later actually implemented?  

  Reasoning behind the question: Extending on the previous question. 

Answer: To the same extend as in every other company in our industry. Account managers in 
marketing are paid to develop & execute ideas for their respective clients so it’s in the nature 
of the Job description that they need to provide feedback, create ideas & implement them. 

Interviewer’s impression: Slightly vague answer. However, it sounds 
reasonable. 

Q 11: Would you say some of your intellectual property - a technology you developed, or 
a know-how that you utilize at your company could be applied to a new domain? 

Reasoning behind the question: Is there a history of some significant 
innovation in that particular company? 

Answer: We don’t develop any technologies, only processes or know-how to combine & 
apply technology to serve our services purpose. So, only to some extent could the benchmark 
data & best practices we acquired in the field of online marketing & e-commerce be applied 
to other industries. 

Interviewer’s impression: The potential chance to come up with a drastic 
innovation is not very high in case of this business organisation. However – as 
pointed out by the director – they can contribute to improvement of the best 
practice. 

Q 12: Is there any particular innovation (or an achievement) which you are 
exceptionally fond of at your company?  

  Reasoning behind the question: Trying to extend on the previous question. 

Answer: We are not in the business to create product or service innovations but to create & 
execute marketing campaigns that maximise the return on investment for our clients. Thus we 
have not created any significant innovations but many achievements in terms of client success. 
One of the most highly appreciated achievements is the online marketing work for our client 
Platinum Guild International in China, which includes the integration of SEO, SEM & Banner 
display marketing. This particular case study was presented at several industry conferences & 
highly praised as state-of the art online marketing campaign design & execution.   

Interviewer’s impression: One more time - The potential chance to come up 
with a drastic innovation is not very high in case of this business organisation. 
However – as pointed out by the director – they can contribute to improvement 
of the best practice. 

Trial	  Interview	  B	  –	  MH	  Direkt	  
	  



93	  
	  

Q 1: Can you please briefly describe your business? What do you do? 

MH|direkt is an e-commerce service company that provides comprehensive services in and 
around the web.  

Q 2: Would you say you as a business entity are so closely connected to either other 
businesses or any other entities that your “survival” depends on whether or not they 
remain capable of operating without much change?  

As a service company we are always closely connected to our clients and their success. We 
can of course assist them and give them an edge through our services but in the end of the day, 
we are dependent on how well their business is run. Since MH direkt used to be a mail order 
services company we have seen firsthand how quickly and industry can change. Within the 
matter of only 3-5 year a whole industry was completely reformed – with very few of the old 
players surviving the change. 

Q 3: Are you by any chance close to a situation in which a critical negative impact is to 
be expected from your external environment? (Please do not take into account extreme 
cases such as unexpected eruption of a war or a natural disaster). If Applicable – how 
soon do you expect such crisis to outburst? 

We don’t expect another radical change very soon, since we feel that MH direkt is well 
positioned in the digital industry.  

Q 4: Are there some critical issues and/or limitations (besides time restraints) that you 
have to deal with in your particular industry? 

N/A 

Q 5: Has your organization ever been in a situation that demanded significant 
reorganization in order to remain capable of operating? If so - Looking back – what 
would you say was the cause of that situation? Were there perhaps any hidden 
symptoms of malpractice that went unseen for too long involved? If applicable, please 
try to describe the situation and how it was handled. 

As said before. The cause of this situation was called “the internet” (and still is I believe so). 
MH direkt adapted to the new medium as early as 1998 and invested heavily into this industry. 
In hindsight probably too much at a too early stage. As a result we became victim to the crash 
of the “neue Markt”. The general perception of the internet in 2000 was that it was too small 
and way overrated. This perception caused MH to “ignore” the Web for nearly 7-8 years and 
focus on Mail order again. This was a mistake. In 2007 we saw that many e-com operations 
had grown huge and that we might have misted the most important invention in a hundred 
years. We immediately started our own e-commerce retail projects to learn the pitfalls of this 
business. We learnt that while the general gist of the business is the same to mail order the 
details are very different and need a completely new approach. This realisation lead us to 
rebuild some core systems from the ground. 
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Q 6: To what extent do electronic social network sites play a role in your business? Do 
they prove themselves to be helpful to your company or do they make life more difficult?  

We use social network sites only for our own retail websites and use them to present our 
brand to our customers. We found that providing “brand” relevant content is the best way to 
run such a site. 

Q 7: Your organization operates in a specific political setting. Are you aware of some 
potentially harmful (or beneficial) governmental trends arising in your area? Do you 
pay attention to such trends? 

One always does that. We think there is a high risk of completely loosing the competitive 
edge in our main location Austria. Our inherently broken education system combined with an 
untrustworthy political environment makes it very questionable whether to invest into Austria 
or another more competitive state.  

Q 8: What does diversity mean to you in terms of your business? How do you perceive it 
and do you try to foster it in any particular way?  

In the case of MH direkt it means security. In the early days (of mail order) we had very few 
very large clients. When 2 of the 3 left (because of Austrian tax rises) it nearly meant the end 
of MH direkt. So we diversified into new business areas and many more (smaller customers). 

Q 9: Do you or any of your key employees as professional(s) in your field try to establish 
and maintain relations with other fellow professionals in some sort of official manner? 
How important is networking to you? Can you give examples of this sort of pursuit 
being beneficial to your company?    

It is very important. Basically there is hardly another way to get new clients. The typical 
client of MH already has some sort of e-commerce solution and usually is not even looking 
for a new one. Only through personal contact do we sometimes see the opportunity to 
cooperate. 

Q 10: Are you familiar with the concept of “t-shaped people“? Do you ever utilize in 
your organization teams consisting of professionals across the spectre of expertise? Has 
this practice ever proven to be useful in your experience? 

No. 

Q 11: Do you often try to get feedback from your employees? Has it proven to be a 
useful practice in your company?  Can you recall a situation in which an employee came 
up with a great idea that would be later actually implemented?  

To be honest we are not the typical “let’s have an employee review” kind of company. Our 
approach is much more hands on. We are a small group of people that try to achieve the same 
thing. EVERBODY has the possibility to bring proposals and also does. I would actually go 
as far to say that there are very few proposals that come only from Management – and I think 
that’s how it should be.   
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Q 12: Would you say some of your intellectual property - a technology you developed, or 
a know-how that you utilize at your company could be applied to a new domain? 

Hard to say. Haven’t really thought about it.  

Q 13: Is there any particular innovation (or an achievement) which you are 
exceptionally fond of at your company?  

I’m actually very proud of this company that we managed to “make” the technological switch 
to e-commerce when many others didn’t survive. MH is an extremely adaptable company that 
is never afraid to try new things. I’m sure this sounds very typical, even lame but constantly 
changing/expanding the focus of a company with 200+ staff is not as easy as it sounds. 

	  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



96	  
	  

Appendix	  D	  –	  Transcripts	  of	  Interviews	  
	  

Interview	  1	  –	  Albis	  Plastic	  
	  

TK: I familiarized myself a little bit with your company on your website so I have a general 
idea about what you do. It all looked quite interesting but from my perspective probably the 
most interesting fact is that the company has been around for 52 years now. When I ask you 
my questions, please feel free to answer them either from the perspective of the whole 
company or from the perspective of the branch you‘re in charge of. 

RB: Ok. 

TK: So considering the company was founded 52 years ago – I wonder whether it ever 
experienced turbulent times. In other words – has there ever been a crisis? 

RB: Well we have had a crisis during the oil crisis. That was the first one. The second one 
was right after 9/11. But because plastic is still a growing market we weren’t affected by these 
two crises too much and luckily they didn’t take very long either. 

TK: So it wasn’t too severe for you… 

RB: Well there was a bit of a back fall but no grave consequences. We didn’t have to fire 
people or take any dramatic measurements. 

TK: But anyway, since there was a crisis – would you say it was unexpected? Was it 
something that occurred without warning? 

RB: Well, 9/11 was unexpected of course. And the other one was unexpected as well.  

TK: Are you currently aware of some potential threat sleeping in your company or in its 
external environment that could lead to another situation like that?  

RB: We often do SWAT analysis and just like any other company we are aware of threats. 
For example we see development in Americas where they found gas with which plastic can be 
cheaply produced. So what happens because of that is that there are less investments in 
Western Europe and instead they are being made in Northern America and China. So in 
consequence to that we will probably become net importer of plastic in Europe. We will have 
a less competitive edge when compared to those countries. 

TK: So if you see such developments becoming inevitable – are you trying to take some 
precautionary steps and adapt yourself for what is ahead? 

RB: Yes. We have a think tank in which we are trying to come up with solutions but it’s hard 
to see what’s the end package going to be like. Things in Europe can also change and we are 
talking about micro level here. Company like Albis cannot do a lot about global trends.  
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TK: Have you ever tried to enter unexplored territories with your business? Do you have 
a history of making potentially fruitful but risky decisions?  

RB: Yes. We tried to acquire a company. That’s by the way something I did in the past as 
well so I have experience with that. 

TK: Have you ever tried new approaches to your day-to-day business activities?    

RB: Yes – we change things a lot in Albis. Recently we changed setup of marketing and sales 
departments. We are expanding into BRIC countries and that requires fast adaptation. We 
have had a lot of organization changes and we are also opening a new factory in China this 
month. Recently we also changed our company identity because we had fiftieth anniversary… 

…I think change is a goal itself because if you don’t change people tend to sit back and the 
motivation can drop. It is also my personal opinion that companies should change. I worked 
for GE for many years and there, change was one of the main factors of their management 
style and they did it very well.  

TK: On your website you say that you are strong in innovation and development – maybe we 
already touched it a bit but – do you invest in innovation and what form does that sort of 
activities take? 

RB: Well, we have our own R&D in the headquarters in Hamburg where we invest in 
development of new products. We try to improve our existing materials; we try to come up 
with completely new products because that’s important if you want to stay ahead of 
competition. So we try to have unique products on the market and that’s our daily job 

TK: Do you find it worthwhile to attempt to obtain feedback that could be used in your 
innovation processes from your employees? 

RB:  Very much so. We really appreciate any sort of feedback we get from employees. We 
prefer bottom – top ideas rather than the top – down ones. If you look at our structure, you 
will see that the organization is rather flat which is handy for idea collection. All in all we 
encourage people to come up with ideas – not only for products but also for strategy 
improvements and all sort of innovation 

TK: How do you treat the issue of knowledge management in your company? Do you for 
example maintain master – apprentice relationships? 

RB: We have internships at the HQ, we do job rotations and send colleagues to Paris or 
Barcelona to see the best practices and we have training programs for our employees… 

TK: By the way – how many people are there in this particular branch? 

RB: There are 12 people on the payroll but we also have a logistics centre 

TK: and all together it’s something like 960 employees, correct? 

RB: Yes. 
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TK: Are you active in any communities of practice? Are you a member of a group consisting 
of other players in your industry? 

RB: I am a member of Dutch Plastic Federation and recently we also started to take steps for 
creation of a platform for compounders in the Netherlands. We are also a member of another 
technology platform. Furthermore we have a brain park in Eindhoven with a special 
government institute in it where companies can gather to discuss latest trends and so on. 

 

TK: Do you use project teams in your company?     

RB: Well that’s something that is inherent to the organization’s structure. We have marketing 
managers, project managers, account managers…  So we support the product from the 
multiple perspectives. We look at the market as if it was a cube which has three dimensions. 
For each of the dimensions there is a unit designed to cover all the relevant demands. 

TK: Would you say your products and services are modular? 

RB: To a certain extent. If all the customers wanted the same product it would be very easy 
for us. But because all of them have specific needs, we issue technical brochures… 

TK: Let’s say you are in a situation that your client with very specific requirements wants you 
to develop a new material. Do you need to start from a scratch? 

RB: I guess we never start from a scratch. We have 50 years of experience with plastics. We 
also have an enormous database with solutions. So in a scenario like that we can have a look 
at things we already did and then work from there. We don’t need to invent the wheel first.  
We also try to be aware of what the competition does and sometimes we “steal with pride”…  

TK: Do you try to actively avoid a situation in which you would largely depend on few key 
employees?  

RB: Yes we do that. I think nobody in the company is irreplaceable. Maybe there are some 
such specialists at the R&D but.. There are certain protocols designed to protect ourselves.  

TK: How do you try to develop the social capital in your company? 

RB: Well we have an HR that deals with these processes. They know how to train skills 
across the spectre – technical or financial. In general we try to follow the trends in Benelux. 

TK: Are you aware of existence of informal social groups in your organization? If so, do 
you try to interfere with such dynamics? 

 RB: There are always informal structures but as far as I know – they are not organized in this 
company. And how to deal with them? That’s a good question… 

TK: Yes. That’s something that fascinates me. How can a director take advantage of the 
existence of such structures… 
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RB: Well, it’s good to realize that you always have different people with all sorts of skills in 
your teams. The important thing is that they compensate each other. This is ideally something 
you bear in mind in your hiring process. 

TK: In a way that already touches my next question. Do you try to bring together people from 
different fields of expertise? 

RB: Yes we do that. 

TK: And has this ever proven to be beneficial? 

RB: Yes, of course. And it’s a good question. In the past we used to be interested only in 
“plastic people”. Recently we hired people from different branches – for example I hired an 
employee from logistics backgrounds and that turned out to be a very good decision. And so – 
in the future we no longer want to limit ourselves to the plastic industry when we hire new 
people.  

TK: There is a concept called T-shaped people. The vertical bar of the letter T represents 
individual’s in-depth knowledge of his field whereas the horizontal bar represent that person’s 
capacity to communicate and work with the one to the left and to the right… 

RB: I think the world is changing. I have three boys, all of them study and the way they learn 
and are being taught is quite different from the way it was done back in my days at school. I 
think it’s not so important anymore to become a specialist in just one area. Nowadays it’s 
more about how you develop yourself and about how you can cooperate. The internet gives us 
so much data – all the knowledge is there. You can get so much from Google. It’s crucial that 
you develop your soft skills though. And of course one needs a certain level of intelligence. 

TK: Would you say there is an ongoing clash between conservative and innovative forces 
present in your company? 

RB: Always. And that has to do a lot with age too.  

TK: And how do you deal with that? 

RB: That’s not too easy. One tries to convince the conservative people about the necessity of 
change. That can be rather difficult.  

TK: Would you say you ever benefited from the two forces working together. 

RB: Well the conservative have a lot of experience so they are definitely useful. They prevent 
you from inventing the wheel again.  

TK: Would you say that you have in your team an individual who has both of these 
abilities. Somebody who can be both conservative and innovative? 

 RB: I think I am a good example of that. 

TK: Very good… 
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…Would you say that your company goes through cyclical phases of conservative and 
innovative behaviour or would you say that these two occur simultaneously?  

I think it happens simultaneously. There are some processes that go very slowly and some 
others that go quite quickly. It depends also on the people who are involved. 

TK: Do you actively try to foster a new generation of leaders in your organization? 

RB: Yes I think so. However that’s my personal view.  It depends a lot on who are the people 
you work with. With highly educated one doesn’t have to be a leader. Instead one has to be a 
facilitator and provide space for the employees to develop themselves.  On the other hand in 
teams with only labourers you need to give more guidance. So it depends very much on the 
situation. Therefore we call it situational leadership and that’s what I encourage. There is not 
just one solution.  

TK: Ok. Let’s then have a look at middle management. Would you say people on this level 
benefit from being allowed to see the big picture or are they better of knowing just what 
they need to for their day to day tasks?   

RB: No. We try to share as much information as we can.  It helps to be transparent. 
Company’s objectives should be employees’ objectives. Therefore it is important that 
everybody understands where we want to go.  

TK: Do you have some sort of virtual application for sharing blogs and wikis with all sorts of 
information that are relevant to your industry?  

RB: Sure. We have an intranet with that sort of stuff.  

TK: Would you say your teams display self organizing abilities? 

RB: Very much. For example this particular team is a self steering one.  

TK: So you don’t need to play an authoritarian boss…  

RB: No. I see myself more like a facilitator.  

TK: Well, I think we covered all my questions. Thank you very much. 

RB: You’re welcome 
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Interview	  2	  –	  Dura	  Vermeer	  
 

RS: I haven’t prepared myself for the interview so I am not aware of the subject of the 
research. 

TK: That’s fine – in fact, that should contribute to spontaneity of your answers. In a nutshell I 
am interested in how it’s possible that some companies can stay operational for a long time 
while some others can’t. So in a way I am looking for the secret of longevity. I am 
specifically interested in certain variables that I believe might have direct impact on such 
dynamics. The hypothesis that I want to test is that the presence of these variables in 
companies might be to a large extent the secret of adaptive capacity and therefore I try to talk 
to people who have a lot of experience with running companies.  

I familiarized myself a bit with your organization and from what I could understand from the 
Dutch website I now know that Dura Vermeer is a large construction company that was 
founded almost 160 years ago, has more than 2 800 employees which together with the 
figures regarding the turnover and profit from 2010 is very impressive indeed. So, if you don’t 
mind I’d like to proceed with the questionnaire itself. 

RS: That’s ok. 

TK: I see that you’ve been Involved with Dura Vermeer for about 8 years if I am correct and 
you also held multiple managing positions in construction industry and for about a year now 
you’ve been active as Directievoorzitter at Dura Vermeer Bouw Zuid West… 

RS: In fact my responsibilities have been extended recently. So now I am in charge of the 
province of South – Holland and in fact it’s three companies that I am responsible for – two 
involved with construction and one with renovation and maintenance. 

TK: So you are very experienced, which is great. 

RS: Yes, and for the last 7years I have been also in charge of the family company and for 15 
years before that I also worked for the largest Dutch construction company that is actually on 
the stock market. They are also very old – I think something like 100 years. Of course the 
experience there is something completely different than the one from the family company. 

TK: I can imagine… Anyway, there was a research similar to the one I am trying to conduct, 
which took place at Shell Corporation a few years ago and Arie de Geus – their director of 
strategic planning wrote a book about it. Interestingly, some of the variables they were 
interested in that research are similar to some of the ones I am after in mine... 

So, I would like to proceed in perhaps a bit unorthodox way… Considering the fact that your 
company has been around for about 160 years, I am interested in whether you are aware of 
the organization ever going through turbulent times. Has there ever been a crisis? 
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RS: Yes! It’s happening right now. The condition of the market is very bad and although one 
can talk about crises we are standing quite stable. And that probably has to do with what you 
mean when you talk about those secrets – we are primarily oriented towards the long term 
time scope. The philosophy of the Dura family is thinking in terms of lifetimes, not in terms 
of yearbooks… 
But yes, the market is pretty turbulent right now – there is not enough work for all the 
construction companies, so there’s a bit of fighting. But we try to stick to our principles, 
which are that we need to see our clients as ambassadors. If we went into a fight with the rest 
of the market right now we could damage our customer relationships in a way that it could 
take another 10 years to fix them. So our view is that it might be better to accept shrinking for 
about 10 – 15 % as a company rather than risking our customer relationships or accepting 
contracts we would regret in the future.  

Besides the actual one, the last big crisis was in the late Eighties. Back then, most of the 
construction companies in the Netherlands, including us, almost went bankrupt. These were 
really bad times. We shrank considerably back then but – similarly to the other family held 
(construction) companies - by sticking to the principles we survived.   

TK: Would you say that either the current crisis or the one that took place in the 
Eighties can be described as unexpected. 

RS: I think it was more the case with the one in the Eighties – that was really abrupt. They 
bought a lot of land intending to build houses but the economic crisis that kicked in brought a 
lot of problems. But I didn’t work at those times so I know this only from stories. 

However, in these days we can see when a crisis is coming in our industry because the 
choices to buy houses or commercial buildings are made 2 or 3 years in advance. So when the 
actual crisis started in the US we knew it will come to Europe as well. However, the 
combination of the subsequent financial crisis, changes in the government, all the regulations 
and the fraud with the social housing companies – that’s something unexpected and suddenly 
everything became more severe 

TK: Would you say that knowing the crisis will come to Europe made you better prepared for 
it? 

RS: Yes. But knowing it as a director of a company is one thing but getting the message 
across to your employees is a bit more difficult one. Because at the time when the crisis struck 
in the US, the market here was booming. So when I tried to tell to my employees to prepare 
for the bad weather, nobody believed. Back then I tried to tell everybody that we should try to 
get more work, because back then it was not a problem to do that and in fact we did that and 
thanks to that, back in 2011, when some others started to experience certain difficulties we 
were still doing fine thanks to that decision. However, because the crisis is taking a bit long 
now, we are starting to feel it as well. That’s what started to occur in the second half of the 
last year as well as in the first half of this year and now we have to cope with it. 

TK: Are you currently aware of any threat that is perhaps sleeping inside of your company or 
in its external environment? You don’t have to answer in too much detail if it’s uncomfortable. 
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No problem. The thing is when we take orders we have to arrange them with certain fixed 
conditions and we sign contracts let’s say a year ahead before we start building. However the 
crisis might end very suddenly and then the prices of our subcontractors and suppliers might 
rise much faster than we can raise ours, because we already promised to deliver our services 
at certain prices. In such scenario we wouldn’t be able to make any margin anymore. So right 
now we are trying to stay close to our partners and discuss with them how they plan to keep 
their prices stable. 

TK: Have you ever attempted to enter an unexplored territory? Does the company have a 
history of taking potentially fruitful but risky business decisions?  

Well, we don’t experience enormous differences with new business. We do try to reach new 
markets. For example in the past we didn’t build hospitals. The competition among 
contractors was all about the lowest price but we are not a company that competes only with 
the lowest price. We want to provide added value. However, if the market shrinks, just as it 
has now, we have to enter its different sections. And so we did about half a year ago and it is a 
different kind of competition which needs a different kind of mentality, more of a fighting 
spirit which is a bit in conflict with our principle that I mentioned earlier. So it’s a bit like 
walking on ice but in order to keep the company going we have to enter that market. 

TK: Have you ever tried any new approaches to your day-to-day operations? 

RS: Yes. When I started at Dura Vermeer I began to study the lean philosophy and soon I 
implemented it into the company which could be seen as a mind switch. 

TK: I am not really aware of this philosophy… 

RS: Well, it’s the way Toyota works. Do only what the customer pays for. Focus only on the 
added value and eliminate waste. It has many specifics and nowadays it’s being copied by 
many competing construction businesses. But that’s not a problem – in fact that only inspires 
us to excel at it. 

TK: And it also proves you did something right if others implement it too. 

RS: Yes. When I started with it, my sensei told me it will take 10 years before it will bring 
any fruit. Personally, I don’t like when things go slow but I’ve been busy implementing lean 
thinking for 7 years now and it is slowly starting to work.  

TK: Do you invest in innovation? 

RS: Well, this interview is confidential so... 

TK: You don’t have to reveal any details... 

RS:  What I can tell you is that we have separate part in the company for innovation called 
Dura Vermeer Business Development. There are a lot of professors working there on a part 
time basis trying to develop all sorts of new things such as [details omitted out of 
confidentiality reasons]. However all of this was extremely expensive and so our board 
decided the last year that it is better to incorporate this unit into several other parts of the 
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company. So now every division of the company has its own innovation unit.  It works quite 
well like this although I believe the previous model was better and more innovative on very 
high level. The advantage of the current model on the other hand is that it is faster and much 
cheaper. All in all – I think we are doing quite ok in this respect at the moment.  

TK: Interesting that you brought this up. It’s something I read about recently – there seems to 
be a discussion about whether it is better to unify such centres of excellence or innovation 
under one roof or whether it is indeed better to disperse them.  

However, my next question is – when you innovate, do you try to collect the feedback 
from your employees for the processes of innovation?  

RS: I would say so. Our company is organized in a way that from the top to the bottom we 
know about everything that is going on. I spend half of my time with the customers and the 
other half I am on the working floor – either at the building site or at the office. So we know 
what’s going on and we ask the employees about what they are working on and what are they 
doing to improve their work. That is how we manage. So all the innovations that are being 
implemented – we discuss them on the floor with employees.  

TK: And would you say this practice proves to be useful? 

RS: Yes. In the lean philosophy there are 7 types of waste and one of them is the waste that 
you create when you don’t use the knowledge of your employees. One of the directors of 
Toyota was called Mr. Ono. What he did is that he drawn a circle on the floor somewhere in 
the company and placed an employee in that circle. Then he told that employee that he cannot 
leave the circle until he comes up with a good new idea. That is a bit alien way of pressuring 
out creativity to our Western mindset but in a way we try to copy it. We put 4 or 5 employees 
in a room and tell them that we want them to think about new ideas and then persuade us at 
the end of the day that what they come up with is good. And it works very nicely.  

TK: Interesting. In a way this connects nicely to my next question. How do you deal with the 
issue of knowledge management? Do you for example maintain master and apprentice 
relationships? 

RS: It’s a very good question. There is a big difference between BAM (where I worked before) 
and Dura Vermeer. In BAM things were very structured – everything in computers, stats 
about where you can find certain skills. So that way everybody could use a database in which 
there were information about who can do certain construction techniques. But this is not the 
way we do it at Dura Vermeer.  It’s been tried but it just doesn’t work for this company 
because we are organized in a way that the organization is so flat that everybody knows each 
other  there are no such computer programs so if you have a problem you speak to a guy who 
has certain knowledge. So although this might not sound very professional but it works.  

TK: Well, some people say that tacit knowledge cannot be really organized and is better dealt 
with in a more intuitive way.  

RS: Yes. Another practice that has proven to be very useful last few years is using the 
knowledge and creativity of our subcontractors and suppliers and also that of our customers. 
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So we take them into our company and let them show us and think with us about our mutual 
next steps. I have another example from the previous company which is by the way very good 
and very well organized company – no bad things about them – but the difference is that they 
are much more focused on their own employees whereas we at Dura Vermeer try to go more 
outside. We don’t want to pretend that we know everything about windows. There is a 
company that makes them for us and we let them do it their way instead of telling them how 
to produce windows. Why should we interfere with their innovative processes?  

TK: Is your company active in any community of practice?  

RS: We are active in lots of networks... The biggest network of construction companies and 
other then that – we are active in more than 50 network organizations, for example Partners 
for Healthy Cities. I myself am the manager of two networks related to real estate 
development – one with 40 and another one with 110 people in it. We meet once a month and 
share new ideas, invite guest speakers. 

TK: By the way – can you tell me how many people do you manage? 

RS: Directly I manage 8 people. That is 4 directors and 4 staff members – One is the head of 
finance, another is the head of HR, another is my lean philosophy manager (responsible for 
the implementation of it) and the other is for the quality assurance. Then there are 220 people 
under them working in one company and another 45 in the other company. 

TK: That’s quite a number. My next question is then:  do you use project teams? 

RS: It’s all about project teams. The whole company is organized like that. 

TK: Would you say your products or services are modular? Maybe this question would be 
more relevant if you were producing let’s say watches, but still... 

RS: Well, we work with many subcontractors and suppliers and we try to fix things together. 
Not more than 20 % of the work that is done on site is actually done by our people and the 
rest is done by specialists.  

TK: Do you try to actively avoid a situation in which you would overly depend on just a 
few key employees? 

RS: We are aware of this and we watch very closely our key players. In the 220 people unit 
there are about 10 such individuals and I know that if I suddenly lose them all I am in a big 
trouble but not if I lose just one of them.  

TK: What do you do to foster human capital? How do you develop abilities of people?   

We have a main goal in the company and that is the customer satisfaction but also the 
engagement of employees. These are the two pillars on which we stand. We know if the 
customers are satisfied we will get more orders from them in the future which is good for our 
turnover and that combined with the employee satisfaction means success.  So I try to work a 
lot with the employees and imply the lean philosophy. Normally construction businesses are 
structured in a top – down manner. That is the chief tells the workers what to do. The lean 
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philosophy teaches that the “lower” you are the more of a specialist you can become, and then 
you can get more skills from the people. The management’s job is then to take care of their 
people. That’s how we enable the employees to their job on a higher level. This is however 
the more difficult part of the lean thinking. It requires a certain mind switch. Shouting on 
workers and telling them what to do the whole day simply doesn’t work. So we train our 
managers in a way that they pose as servants who make sure everybody can add as much 
added value to the customer as possible. 

TK: Interesting. It reminds me of the book about servant leadership I saw the other day. It was 
about a director who went to a monastery in order to learn about leading by serving. It is 
therefore very nice to hear a similar story from the real life... Anyway – you mentioned that 
you are active in quite a few informal networks. But, are you also aware of there being 
some informal groups within your organization? And if so – do you try to interfere with 
such dynamics in a way that it would benefit the organization? 

RS: That’s difficult. You know that there are that kinds of groups and you feel it but 
interfering with them… Maybe sometimes. Sometimes you feel that some people in the 
company are very much engaged and click and stick together making a front and although it’s 
difficult – if I know it I try to use it. When something new has to be done I ask a few 
individuals from such groups to help me to spread the message. And that can work but it’s 
difficult to manage. 

TK: Indeed. However, this is something that really fascinates me… Anyway I am not sure 
how relevant my next question is considering the fact you are in a very specific industry 
which might require rather specific set of skills but… Do you try to bring together people 
from other fields of expertise? And if so, have such efforts ever proven to be useful? 

RS: Yes, I tried to. And it’s also difficult. You want different kinds of people in your 
company but then again – if some are too different than the others, it won’t work. For 
example a few years ago I hired a guy who besides construction also studied theatre related 
stuff. I thought it would be a good idea to have someone that creative. And he was really 
creative, however he just couldn’t feel at home among all the construction guys. So it didn’t 
really work. So now he works somewhere else and I hire him from time to time for his 
creativity. 

But in general we do put different types together. We work with a system called Insights… 
Maybe you heard about how there are different colours of personalities – for example I myself 
am red and yellow meaning that I can be quite directive and fast as well as quite creative. 
Then you have green types who are more human oriented whereas blue people are very 
structural. And so for all of the teams – from my directors to the management and some others 
- we try to get this in balance. So for example if we are in a meeting and I go too fast, the 
green guy reminds me: “don’t forget about others”… 

TK: There is something similar in being discussed nowadays. The concept of T shaped people. 
The vertical bar of the letter T represents individual’s in-depth knowledge of his field whereas 
the horizontal bar represent that person’s capacity to communicate and work with the one to 
the left and to the right… 
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RS: Interesting. According to what is in books me and my construction director should hate 
each other because I am yellow which means creative while he is blue which means very 
precise and detail oriented. However, somehow have respect for each other which comes from 
admiring each other’s capacity to be good at what we do. So I know how he works, and I 
wouldn’t work that way myself but I know he balances me.  

TK: Would you say that there is an ongoing clash between conservative and innovative 
forces within the company? 

RS: Absolutely. Now with the crisis the changes in the company happen fast and so you 
immediately notice the differences between employees and the management when they arise. 
So while some people say “hey, that sound like a good idea”, some others will always say 
“why shouldn’t we stick to something that has always worked?”. So that kind of tensions are 
there and I have to deal with it. 

TK: Ok, but would you say the fact that such tensions are there can ever be a good thing? 

RS: This is also about balance. If you got too much tradition you won’t move. But with no 
tradition you will make mistakes and eventually hit the rock. So it’s good to keep a part of 
your company as its conscience who constantly reminds the rest to “watch out” and 
“remember the late Eighties”. For me as an innovator that can be sometimes annoying but I 
know they are important and so sometimes I tell them – just keep doing that, because we need 
you to stay sharp.  

TK: They say that innovative and conservative forces are rarely to be found stemming from 
individuals. More often they are represented by multiple people in companies. Would you 
say there are some individuals in your company who are excellent at both being 
innovative and conservative?  

RS: I wouldn’t say that there are such naturals who can switch from one mindset to another. I 
would like that but… 

TK: Ok. Would you say however, that you go through cycles of conservative and 
innovative periods or do the conservative and innovative forces occur simultaneously?  

RS: Speaking for myself – I am never conservative. But in situations like this – the crisis, the 
ability to change lies within the higher level in your company. So if I say – we have to change 
the managers accept it much easier than the rest which means they make it easier to innovate. 

TK: Do you actively try to foster a new generation of leaders in your organization? And 
if so – how? 

Yes. I do it by giving the young managers the chance. I try to make them look at other 
businesses so that they get an idea how things get done outside of the construction industry 
and how that knowledge can be implemented in our company. So in a way we are teaching 
them to explore other markets and we are also trying to make sure that they will not become 
leaders in the traditional sense. 
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TK: Would you say that teams in your organization display self-organizing abilities? How 
much do you need to “play the boss”? What is your leadership like? 

I have to do that too much. My personal drive is learning and teaching. I hate slowing down 
and I want to be in a company where everybody wants to innovate. That’s what I want from 
my employees – that they think about new solutions and stay out of the tradition while still 
sticking to standards. This is a process which I am still going through but I am not quite there 
yet. 

TK: Well, I think we covered all my questions. Thank you very much for your answers and 
for your time. You provided me with more input than I was hoping for which is a great thing.    

RS: I wish you best of luck with everything. 
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Interview	  3	  –	  Centric	  
	  

[Part	  of	  the	  interview	  was	  lost	  due	  to	  technical	  issues.	  Answers	  were	  marked	  on	  a	  simple	  sheet	  of	  
paper]	  

...	  

TK: Would you say your products or services can be described as modular? 

NF: Yes and it‘s very important. It is also not so new in software development and so it is 
becoming easier. Thanks to that it is now easier to get functionality to a customer without 
having to build a big application. That means products are also less expensive. However the 
safety is still a bit of an issue. We are a big company and so, of course, sometimes it happens 
that we still do things twice. We developed a functionality for cameras which can now be 
implemented in multiple areas. 

TK: Modularity also affects teams… Would you say you are actively trying to avoid a 
situation in which you would overly depend on just a few key employees? 

NF: It’s a must to keep that in mind. We try to stay agile enough to be able to adapt.  

TK: What do you do to foster the human capital in your company? 

NF: Well, we have some knowledge sessions, we send people to attend education programs. 
Our HR deals with this. We have a division that makes sure we attend the right programs 
when some important legislation changes occur… 

TK: Are you aware of existence of informal groups in your department? And if so – do 
you try to interfere with such dynamics?  

NF: Well I’ve been involved with the company for 16 years now so I really know the people – 
the developers and so on. So when there is a meeting at which somebody suggests new 
solutions I often try to find out what some other people think about it in informal way… 
Sometimes I can feel different about things and then I try to challenge people to see if I can 
get the best out of them. I also try to investigate into whether what people tell me is what they 
really think or whether it’s just something that is convenient to say.  

TK: Do you try to bring together people from different background of expertise? 

NF: I think I already tried to explain that in of my previous answers that having different 
people is quite important. There are people who always see challenges and some other who 
always see opportunities. Therefore it is good to have the right mix. 

TK: I think my next question builds to a certain point on what you said… They say there 
is often a clash between conservative and innovative forces represented in companies. 
Would you say something like that is the case in your company too? 

NF: Well I always say you need both – not just people who are innovative. Those who are 
keen on quality, stability and continuity are important too.  So we try to have the right 
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mixture… And when it comes to innovative people – it’s not all just about being able to come 
up with a new product but you can be innovative also about how to get things done   

TK: Would you say there is an individual or a group of people in your company who are 
excellent at combining innovativeness and conservativeness, or are these qualities 
represented in multiple people?  

NF: It’s almost impossible to have these extremes in one person. There are four persons who 
are my direct subordinates – who help me with the long term strategy and some of them are 
quite innovative whereas there is another one who tries to balance them by being more 
realistic. The nice thing is that such mix really works. 

TK: Would you say that the company goes through cyclical phases of innovative and 
conservative periods or do these two occur simultaneously?  

NF: That depends on many different factors. When you start with a project, there is innovative 
atmosphere but we have to remain a bit conservative too in order to assure that the product 
stays stable.  

TK: I saw a notion on your corporate website that there are competence centres in your 
company… I know they are very active in research and development… Are you aware of 
such centres being there in the Netherlands? 

NF: Yes sure – we have many of these… And we also have some in public sector, because we 
develop some applications and then thanks to these centres others can learn about them. That 
way we make sure we don’t develop things three times. And sometimes it still happens, but 
much less than in the past. 

TK: But I am trying to imagine what are these centres like – where are they located… Are 
they so to speak concentrated “under one roof” or are they spread throughout the company? 

NF: They are more loosely coupled all over the company. It’s not in one area. And they are 
there in our foreign branches too. Some are more active in sharing information while some 
others are more about research… 

TK: Now about leadership… Do you actively try to foster a new generation of leaders in 
your organization? And if so – how do you do that? 

NF: Actually we are not very hierarchical. In the past we had a program where we developed 
new potential management but to be honest… There is not so much structure in the company. 
We discuss with directors and people who perform very well and it’s rather organic and 
intuitive. Every director knows who the potential material within their sphere is. So we don’t 
teach leadership in classes or anything like that.  

TK: Would you say that employees – namely middle management – benefit from being 
allowed to see the big picture or are they better off knowing just what they need to.  
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NF: I always think it’s better if they understand the big picture. And it’s a challenge to keep 
them informed. For me things are often pretty clear and then when you talk to the middle 
management… It takes a bit of time to translate.  

TK: Would you say that teams in your organization display self organizing abilities? 
How much do you need to play the boss?  What is your leadership like? 

NF: Play the boss… That’s a nice one. I think sometimes I can be rather directive but in fact I 
am merely trying to provide feedback. But in fact I am quite blessed with a lot of people who 
can act really autonomously. But in some areas I have some work to do. But we have a lot of 
freedom in our company which gives us strength. 

TK: I think we covered everything and I thank you very much for your time and for your 
answers.  

NF: You are welcome. 
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Interview	  4	  –	  SNS	  REAAL	  
	  

I know that your company was founded in 181 which is about 200 years ago. That is a great 
achievement and it makes me wonder – are you aware of the company ever going through 
turbulent times? Has there ever been a crisis? 

MvdL: Well, I think you read the paper last month... Last year we had a crisis in which we 
experienced certain financial problems. 

TK: Would you say this crisis could be described as unexpected? 

MvdL: Is this a question about my opinion or about how other people perceive it? 

TK: I‘d be happy if you could give me your opinion… 

MvdL: Well, for me it wasn’t a surprise. The only surprise was that we needed capital and so 
we talked to a lot of people in organizations who made it possible for us to get some money 
which I thought we could use to get out of problems. However I didn’t expect back then that 
the government would step in and say “no –no, we will be the only shareholder now and all 
the other shareholders will lose their shares” 

TK: And how about the other people in the company?  

MvdL: I don’t think many people expected such complications. 

TK: And would you say in case the situation would have been expected, the company would 
be able to deal with it more effectively? 

MvdL: I am not sure. In fact there are two aspects. One is operational – changing 
organizations’ way of handling clients, projects, the business model and so on… The other 
main problem is that you need some capital. … 

…So I think the way people are working within the organization and whether the organization 
has enough capital are two different issues. 

TK: Do you know about any current threat that is maybe sleeping in the organization or 
in its external environment? If it feels a bit uncomfortable, you don’t have to answer in 
much detail. It’s ok if you just answer with yes or no. 

MvdL: I cannot give an answer to this question. It’s not that I don’t want to but it’s not a yes 
or no question and it’s also a privacy issue. 

TK: Have you ever attempted to enter unexplored territories with your business? Do you have 
a history of making potentially fruitful but risky business decisions?  

MvdL: In my division or on the global level of the organization itself? 

TK: Both points of view are interesting. 
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MvdL: Well, in the division SNS REAL there has been a large move from let’s say area A to 
area B that has been going on for the last 20 or 30 years. The products that are available in the 
financial world are changing and that is reflected into changes in the organization…  

…when I look into the future and I see the insurer part of the organization then I expect we 
will have to deal with a huge problem because the whole insurer segment is completely 
different from what it used to be let’s say 20 years ago. So we have to look for new business 
models which will affect the whole industry. And this is the case with all the companies in the 
Netherlands and I believe also in Europe.  

As for the IT department within the organization – when I started a couple of years ago the 
organization used to be lead in a way that we just had to do what we were told by the directors. 
Nowadays there is a change going on in this respect. The responsibility is no longer only on 
the highest level but it rather lies on all levels. All the people are now responsible for their 
part which leads to us being able to deliver better products. So nowadays the teams are 
expected to support business units. So employees have to take responsibility and 
accountability which requires a certain mind switch. I think this is an important change but 
also a very difficult one.  

TK: I understand and I think you already answered what was supposed to be my next question 
– have you ever tried new approaches to your day-to-day operations within your 
department?     

MvdL: Yes I think I did that. 

TK: Do you invest in innovation? What form does it take? 

MvdL: There are two ways. One way is the hard side of innovation – new technologies, new 
landscapes, portfolios and all sorts of developments… And yes – there is a lot of innovation in 
that area. But on the other side there is the innovation of behaviour. That has to do with the 
previously discussed distribution of responsibility to people. So the innovation is happening 
on both the hard side as well as on the soft side.  

TK: So you would say that there is a trend of abolishing the old hierarchical structure and 
instead leading the organization in a more decentralized way. 

MvdL: Yes, that’s correct. 

TK: Another question deals with knowledge because I believe that innovation cannot happen 
without knowledge… So – how do you treat the issue of knowledge management in your 
company? Do you for example maintain master and apprentice relationships? 

MvdL: Within the IT department we have a  so called community of practice in which people 
from different organizations cooperate by sharing the information regarding the best practice 
let’s say about data analysis, or information for developers or project leaders, but also about 
new technologies. So this is how we develop knowledge. 
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TK: Again – that answers also my next question in which I intended to ask whether you are 
active within any communities of practice…  

MvdL: I remember having a discussion with a person from UvA who has a theory about 
communities of practice. I think his name is Smit…  

TK: I think I know who you have in mind. Actually I cooperated with this person in the past 
and he was also present at my last presentation… 

MvdL: Ok. 

TK: Next question. Do you use project teams in your organization? Let’s say you’re trying 
to come up with a new product. Do you assemble new teams for that? 

MvdL: In fact we are in the middle of such efforts. We are building a new team now that 
could be self-steering. 

… In the past we used to have project teams and people would be running from one to another 
but nowadays we want to have those self steering teams. So people stay in the same teams and 
the work goes to people not the other way around. We do this with the project development as 
well as with the maintenance. 

TK: And has it proven to be a better practice so far? 

MvdL: Let’s say the responsibility to the people is better. It works fine and I am positive 
about it because I see better results. But of course for the management it is easier to have 
project teams because they are easier controlled. Or at least one can think one has control. 
Whereas the way we do it now – you can just hope you have control.  

 TK: Modularity. What does this concept mean to you? Could you say your products or 
services can be described as modular?  

MvdL: When we built a system, there is always a lot of modularity in a way we always 
compose it so that all the parts work together. Because of that we have several teams and each 
of these teams which work on separate parts which are then combined together into new 
products. But I don’t know what’s behind of your question… 

TK: Well, I am interested whether modularity is an important feature within your organization. 

MvdL: As I said – all the pieces are important in the puzzle. And I would say our backbone is 
organized in that way. 

TK: Would you say that you are actively trying to avoid a situation in which you would 
overly depend on just a few key employees? 

MvdL:  Yes we do that. That brings us again to the topic of self-steering teams. [part of the 
text is missing due to technical issues. We are trying to organize the teams in a way that 
people not only know how to develop a part of software but that they are also able to spread 
the knowledge. 
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TK: What do you do to foster human capital in your company. How do you develop your 
people?  

MvdL: Different ways. We have education programs, so that’s simple. But we also have what 
we call a people plan in which we compare people in a register. That way we can see on one 
side the best performers and on the other side those who struggle. And so everybody in the 
department (I have about 450 people) is included in this system. So this gives us the insights 
we need about people. We also do planning conversations as well as result conversations with 
individuals. That way we can see their performance and behaviour.  

TK: Are you aware of the existence of informal groups in your organization? And if so – 
do you try to interfere with such dynamics? 

MvdL: I am aware of the fact that they are there, but do I use that? No. 

TK: Could you please extend on that? 

MvdL: Let’s say those groups are “based on what was in the past”. So the people are thinking 
in a way of past. But I think the mindset of people must be changed. And If I used them in my 
change process it will be influenced by that. So when I try to apply changes I want to illustrate 
that I intend to make a step forward.   

TK: Very interesting. Thank you… 

…Do you try to bring together people from different backgrounds of expertise? And if 
so, has that ever proven to be useful? 

MvdL: Yes I do that. For example in my management team there are people with different 
views on the world, a mix between men and women (because that’s also very important) and a 
mix in behaviour. I want to have a team that is able to give me multiple visions, offer 
solutions and so on. 

TK: Well, talking about mix of behaviour bring us to my next set of questions which deals 
with ambidexterity. There is a discussion going on in academia about the clash of 
conservative and innovative forces in organizations. Do you recognize such patterns in 
your company? 

MvdL: Yes I think so – I mentioned it in my previous answers – the culture 4 years ago was… 
let’s say conservative – I think that’s the best word to describe it… And Since I came I tried 
to make it more progressive. And that’s very difficult for a lot of people to make such a mind 
switch. The funny thing is that I work for a development organization so you would expect 
that the people would have a change- friendly mindset. But I see that people are not very 
change minded. In fact, they are more conservative minded. 

TK: And would you say that there can be something good about having a mixture of 
innovative and conservative forces?  
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MvdL: For sure. I think that’s necessary. Because with the progressive thinking there are also 
risks involved. So one needs the solid view on the future for which the conservative people 
are necessary.  

TK: They say that individuals who can effectively combine conservative and innovative 
behaviour are rather rare to find. Some people say Steve Jobs was a leader like that… 
Would you say there are such people in your organization?  

 MvdL: I think in my immediate team there are two individuals like that and then there are 
three conservative and three innovative individuals.  

TK: Do you try to foster a new generation of leaders in your company. If so, how do you do 
that? 

MvdL: I think I already explain that. Essentially I am looking for a different kind of 
leadership. And I make a distinction between leadership and management. I believe if you 
have a very good leadership the management will follow. You mentioned Steve Jobs… I think 
Bill Gates is a leader. People believe him and therefore want to work with him and follow him. 
And I believe if people believe in what the leader demonstrates then people not only follow 
but also take their own responsibility. And this is what I am striving for in our organization. 
Moreover, I am also looking for people who are not only interested in hard results but also in 
“soft ways” and cultural values. 

TK: My last question is – and again – I think you already answered it in a way – whether you 
see a pattern of self-organization in your department. 

... But I think you already mentioned that you are striving for a decentralized management and 
people who have the capacity for taking responsibility and accountability… 

MvdL: Yes. 

TK: Well, that pretty much sums it up for us and I thank you for the interview. 

MvdL: You are welcome and I wish you success with your studies. 

TK: Thank you. 
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Interview	  5	  –	  PGGM	  
	  

TK: Do I understand it correctly that you were founded in the year 2008? 

JK: More or less. We used to be a pension fund before and in 2008 we split the administration. 
So in the current state we exist since 2008. But the pension fund from which you originated 
has been around for a longer time, correct? 

JK: Yes. I think since 1950s. 

TK: Great. So I can jump right to the point. Since your company has been active for quite 
some time now, I am wondering whether it ever went through turbulent times? Have 
you ever had a crisis? 

JK: Not really. We haven’t had a crisis and in fact we are growing in spite of the recession.  
Thanks to the fact that we are not a pension fund anymore but just an administrator, we are 
able to acquire new clients. So it’s no longer about just one client. We are currently doing the 
administration for multiple pension funds. 

TK: Are you currently aware of any potential threat sleeping either inside of your company or 
in its external environment? 

JK: Of course we are. We do have our strategic plans. We scanned our environment, all the 
changes that are happening in it, we scanned our competition and we consolidated our 
strategy.  

TK: So there is a threat and you are taking precautionary steps... 

JK: Of course. 

TK: Have you ever attempted to enter unexplored territories with your business? Do you 
have a history of making potentially fruitful but risky business decisions? 

JK: I think so. We used to be a pension fund and right now we work for clients which is 
a completely new business. We only started with new clients in 2009 and just recently we 
bought another administrator who used to do administration for another pension fund. 
Actually we are in the middle of yet another acquisition and all of this is new for us. 

TK: By the way – just for the record – how many people are you managing? 

JK: There are around 40 people in my team. 

TK: Have you ever tried new approaches to your day-to-day activities? 

JK: I just had a reorganization of my IT department. We started with a new team on 1 
February, so it’s all fresh, with new people. 

TK: And now with the new people – do you plan to „do it differently“ this time? 
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JK: Yes, because there are now new responsibilities and new duties which we didn’t have 
before. So we are right now in the process of implementation of new way of operating.  

TK: Does your department or the company on the global level invest in innovation? 

JK: Well... What’s innovation? Of course we have some continuous improvement programs 
which can be seen as an innovation but not as a transformation. We are continuously 
improving. Our calendar is overloaded with projects and all of these projects are intended to 
change something about the business.  But again... What’s innovation? 

TK: I think it depends on who I am talking to. Maybe in your industry staying conservative is 
valued more highly... 

JK: We are currently working on introduction of new products – new funds with other risks 
structures and so on...  

TK: Fair enough...  

...Do you try to obtain feedback from your employees which could be used for  
innovation processes?  

JK: Yes, of course. 

TK: Has it proven useful? 

JK: To a point. For instance before we reorganized the department, we gave all kind of 
workshops and other possibilities for people to participate and now that it’s done there are still 
some people who have their doubts about the rearrangement.  There is a line from a book that 
can be losely translated into something like „there will be issues“ and I believe it is like that... 

TK: How do you treat the issue of knowledge management in your department? 

JK: I do several things – education programs... And because my department is facilitating the 
business we have a program of employees working with clients on their premises... And we 
also have programs to standardize outputs in terms of templates and processes... 

TK: Is your organization active in any community of practice? Are you a member of 
a group with other players from your industry in it? 

JK: Yes of course. And it’s very useful. 

TK: And do you have a history of organizing such activities yourself?  

JK: Yes we did organized something like that with our peers. It has proven very useful for the 
Exchange of information about how they are doing their things... So we now keep meeting 
once in every two months. We also introduced a group for custody services and another 
similar one as well. 

TK: I think you already answered my next question in which I intended to ask whether you 
use project teams... 
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JK: Correct. 

TK: Modularity. What does it mean to you? DO you consider it something important for your 
department?  

JK: I think it is. We have our information policy among the management and that is “buy the 
best and build the rest”... So modularity is not completely in our hands. We try to have just 
one package for one functionality... so that we don’t spread them all over the business with all 
of their functionalities and issues. 

TK: Some say that the modularity concept can be also implemented to the way teams are 
assembled... Would you say that you are actively trying to avoid a situation in which you 
would overly depend on just a few key employees?  

JK: Of course the team member risk can be an issue. So we try to organize ourselves to avoid 
it. Or at least we try. 

TK: I think we already talked about what was supposed to be my next question – “what do 
you do to foster human capital?”... 

JK: Sure. Education and so on. 

TK: Are you aware of the existence of some informal social groups within your 
department and/or company? 

JK: Of course – there are always such groups... 

TK: Indeed. But – what I am interested in is whether you ever try to interfere with such 
dynamics in order to take an advantage from them? 

JK: Sometimes it’s possible. One tries to reach the opinion makers and influence them. 

TK: Do you try to bring together people from different background of expertise?  And if so, 
have such efforts proven to be useful in the past? 

JK: Yes, I do try to do that of course. And surprisingly it is very useful because such people 
don’t talk to each other on a regular basis unless you put some effort in it. And if you do, you 
learn a lot. 

TK:  Would you say there are ongoing clashes between conservative and innovative 
forces present in your company? 

JK: I wouldn’t call them clashes. But here are some conservative people as well as some 
people who look for change. Of course. 

TK: And would you say that there are individuals who can very effectively combine these 
qualities?  

JK: I think these qualities rather come from multiple people. 
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TK: Would you say that you go through cyclic phases of conservative and innovative 
behaviour or do these two types of behaviours occur simultaneously?  

JK: I think it is the former.  It is cyclical.  

TK: Do you actively try to foster a new generation of leaders in your organization? And 
if so – how?  

JK: We have our strategic employee planning. We try to have our successors in place... But 
the program is not very effective right now. There is an ongoing effort to make it more 
effective however. 

TK: Would you say the employees in your department benefit from seeing the big 
picture or are they better of knowing just what they need to for their everyday tasks? 

JK: That depends on the people. On the way they learn, on the way they like to work. So it’s 
not just yes or no. It depends. They are individuals who are in fact trying to see the big picture 
and there are some who say “just tell me what I need to do”. 

TK: But for those who are interested – you make the information available, right? 

JK: Of course. We have our department meetings where we discuss all the projects and 
strategy and so on. But it is difficult to keep everybody informed on the same level. 

TK: Would you say teams in your organization display self-organizing abilities? How 
much do you need to play the boss? What is your leadership style?  

JK: Unfortunately, there is not so much of the self-organizing. What I try to do is to 
communicate the expectations and let the rest to my team managers. So they know where we 
want to get and how we get there – they decide. But sometimes it’s difficult. Sometimes 
people do not move fast enough. Every now and then I need to step in. 

TK: So people tend to be a bit comfortable and wait to be told what to do. 

JK: Yes. 

 TK: I believe we’ve covered everything. Thank you very much for your participation. 

JK: You are welcome. 
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