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Abstract
The main purpose of this article is to examine the relationship between adaptive capability and
strategic orientations in the organizational context. In order to achieve this, an empirical study
was carried out in a Brazilian agency for maritime services, via a survey of 160 employees. The
results show a positive correlation between all of the strategic orientation variables and their respective adaptive capability. That is, the findings show that the company’s strategic orientations
affect its adaptive capability, and also suggest that the stronger the respondents’ perception of the
company’s dynamic capability, the higher its organizational adaptive capability in its market of
operation.
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1. Introduction
The resource-based and dynamic-capability views have been influencing researchers for decades, by providing a
theoretical perspective on the field of strategic management [1], [2]. This has led to further reflections on organizations’ competitive advantage [3]-[6]. Adopting a positioning or an ongoing improvement strategy in order to
achieve better operational efficiency—an area that many researchers have focused on—has proved to provide a
static logic that is insufficient with respect to following changes in a complex and dynamic environment, marked
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by disturbances and uncertainties [5], [7], [8].
The concerted effort to understand how a company adapts to environmental challenges and opportunities is
not a recent academic research topic. Originally, studies have indicated that the organizational adaptation
process is related to the company actions and decision-making process when confronting the conditions of the
market [9]-[11]. This means that adaptation capability is strongly linked to strategic actions that aim towards the reconfiguration of organizational resources, competences and routines in order to meet demands and opportunities
within a changing business environment [2], [5], [6]. Characterized by the company’s ability to implement strategies and actions to meet market changes, dynamic capability gives rise to organizational adaptive capability.
Once the adaptive capability is tied to the strategic action, it presents strong links with the organization’s strategic orientation. Strategic orientation is responsible for defining the outline of the company’s strategy, influencing its decisions, and conducting organizational efforts and investments [12]. Strategic orientation reflects the
organizational choices and the way in which the company has to interact with the external environment while
doing business, as well as how to reconfigure, use or acquire resources in order to create dynamic capabilities
[13].
Thus, a virtuous circle is established between adaptive capability and organizational strategic orientations.
Within this process, dynamic capabilities are highlighted that, once recognized and connected to the company’s
strategic orientation, they provide fuel for the organizational adaptive cycle. This is the basic idea that inspired
this article and that has been developed via examination of the relationship between adaptive capability and
strategic orientations in a maritime service provider. The relationship between these elements becomes relevant
for understanding the drivers of high organizational performance [7], [13].

2. Theoretical Background
2.1. Adaptive Capability
In trying to better understand how a company adapts to environmental challenges and opportunities, Miles and
Snow [9] developed a typology that portrays organizational strategic behavior. This typology distinguishes four
behavioral patterns: defenders, prospectors, analyzers and reactors, depending on how a company responds to
the major problems, i.e. entrepreneurial, engineering, and administrative problems. Desarbo et al.’s [11] studies
broadened this model and added a new typology group, in the form of strategic capabilities, performance, and
environmental factors to the original four types of behavior. Differently, the model presented by Hrebiniak and
Joyce [10] is based on an interrelation between environmental determinism and the number of strategic choices
or organizational reactions. When these aspects are crossed, they allow the development of a typology of organizational adaptability, whose interactions result in the identification of four main types of adaptation: “natural
selection”, “differentiation”, “strategic choice” (which includes characteristics of [9] prospective vision) and,
finally, “undifferentiated choice”. The presented models point out that adaptive capability is strongly linked to
the company’s strategic action with respect to changing its abilities, resources and organizational competences
in order to meet the requirements of a changing environment [5], [9].
In this context, it has to be noted that companies are held hostage by their own trajectories, so that they become dependents on their own strategic choices that will influence their current and future capabilities and organizational processes [5], [14]. In this world of constant change, becoming competitive requires continuous
adaptation and strategic flexibility. Old decisions concerning how to manage organizational capabilities could
make the company a prisoner of the past, thereby constraining future success [14]. Different companies under
the same environmental conditions can also be led, by external pressure, to become increasingly alike, thereby
creating a constraining isomorphic process in the search for power and institutional legitimacy [15].
In this work, adaptive capability is considered to be the organization’s strategic ability to maintain competitive advantage by modifying, reconfiguring or interconnecting resources, capabilities and competences, and
seeking to increase the number of options or available strategic reactions in order to adapt quickly to determinism and environmental changes.

2.2. Strategic Orientation
Effective strategic orientation depends on both the market dynamics and the levels of environmental uncertainty
and competitiveness. This strategic orientation reflects organizational choices, the way the company interacts
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with the external environments, and how it manages its business, and allocates, modifies, reconfigures, uses or
acquires resources in order to create dynamic capabilities [13]. In this article, strategic stakeholder orientations
have been considered by focusing on two groups—customers and competitors—and their technological and cost
orientation [16]-[18]. The stakeholder theory considers that the essence of competitive advantage lies in the simultaneous combination of all different relevant stakeholders, with an economic effect, whose changes are derived from both external and internal relations [16]. Stakeholder orientation refers to how the company succeeds
in fulfilling the interests of all relevant stakeholders [19]. Among these interest groups, customers are considered
to be subject to greatest change, as well as being the most difficult to understand [19]. Nowadays, a wide variety
of choices are offered to consumers, who also regularly demand new patterns of quality [16]. Maintaining a
proactive disposition, giving continual priority to value creation, and keeping track of consumers’ habits, needs
and changes in preferences, is part of the scope of customer orientation. When a behavior change is identified, it
is possible to mobilize resources in order to modify, customize or develop new products or services in accordance with consumer preferences [13], [20]. However, a competitor orientation seeks to monitor competitors by
evaluating their strengths and weaknesses, and by comparing their resources, costs and financial performance.
By collecting this information, the company is able to implement resources and develop capabilities to face
competitive environments [13], [21]. The company’s priority is to evaluate competitor targets, strategies, offers,
resources and capabilities, and gather useful information to equal or overcome rival strengths [20]. In highly
competitive environments, it is necessary to keep track of rivals in order to react quickly; in addition, as stated
by [22], competitor orientation is one of the main dimensions of influence in the company’s performance.
Technology orientation allows the company to keep updated by investing in technology resources. This
orientation helps to improve existing organizational competences, create new products in order to meet environmental changes, identify new trends in technology, and modify resources that aim to capitalize on opportunities [13], [21]. Zhou and Li [13] suggest that customer orientation and technology orientation can have a positive
effect on organizational adaptive capability. Narver and Slater [18] analyzed the correlation between variables
linked to market orientation, and the company’s profitability. They pointed out the relationship between profitability and cost-reduction policy, which strongly affects other activities linked to research and development, production, services, sales and advertising. Yasin, Bayes and Czuchhry [23] added that cost-reduction policy has to
consider other activities that do not add direct value to the business, represented as “quality costs”.
Cost orientation consists of directing an organization to achieve efficiency in the complete value chain, and
aiming to reduce costs in both primary and support activities, which means that it is oriented towards the internal
environment [17], [20]. Even with companies taking control over the internal aspects of the business, cost is
coupled with innovation, and this condition makes products and strategies hard to detect and imitate by competitors [24].
Considering the above, in this study strategic orientation is defined as a guiding principle, which is highly
dependent on the market dynamic that leads and influences a company’s ability to allocate, reconfigure, modify,
use and/or acquire resources and capabilities.

3. Method
The empirical research in this article took the form of a survey conducted in a Brazilian maritime service provider. The company chosen is the oldest and most prominent maritime agency in Brazil. It acts on behalf of
ship-owners and charterers, offering services related to commercial representation, documents, container control,
demurrage control and ship attendance. Its offices (units) are located in 18 different Brazilian cities spread over
the country. Through these offices, the company covers the whole of the national territory, with more than 46
maritime ports (including all of the main ports). The company operates in two large markets; the first deals with
liner shipping and the second with tramp shipping. Its main customers are both domestic and foreign traders and
ship-owners. All of the government agencies, including Receita Federal, Agência Nacional de Vigilância Sanitária (ANVISA), Polícia Federal, and Capitania dos Portos, as well as the port authorities, count on maritime
agents to observe laws, rules and regulations during the different procedures involved in the arrival, entry,
berthing, maneuvering and departure of ships.
In the empirical study, 273 employees from the case company were used as the target population, and 160 responded to the survey—that is, 58.60% of the total (Table 1).
Out of the 160 respondents, 57% are male and 43% female; 18% are between 18 and 25 years old, 43% be-
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Table 1. Population and respondents.
Position/function

Population

%

Respondents

%

Assistant/analyst/operator

214

78.39

108

50.47

Supervisor/coordinator/manager

49

17.95

42

85.71

Branch manager/regional manager/board of directors

10

3.66

10

100.00

TOTAL

273

100.00

160

58.61

Source: Authors.

tween 26 and 35, 25% between 36 and 45, 13% between 46 and 55 and 1% between 56 and 65; 23% have been
working for the company for less than a year, 42% between 1 and 5 years, 14% between 6 and 10 years, 8%
between 11 and 15 years, 7% between 16 and 20 years and 6% for more than 21 years. In addition, 72% confirmed that they have direct contact with organization’s customers.
The constructs analyzed in this study were measured using a five-point Likert scale from 1 (totally disagree)
to 5 (totally agree), with the added option “I don’t know”. The electronic questionnaire was developed using
Qualtrics Survey Software, and was composed of 32 statements based on the constructs of strategic orientation
and adaptive capability (Figure 1). All of the statements were based on previous studies [5], [10], [13]-[15], [17].
Each construct was assigned a code to demonstrate the correlation between the constructs, for example: O1,
O2 ... O16 to represent strategic orientation, and A1, A2 ... A16 to represent adaptive capability (Figure 1).
The instrument also presented nine open questions in order to help the respondents to identify and recognize
possible dynamic capabilities. Moreover, six questions related to the respondents’ profiles were used in this
questionnaire.
The study was started in 2011 and finished in 2012. After collection, the data was analyzed using SPSS (version 17.0) software, and summarized to facilitate its presentation. This article assumes that descriptive research
considers the frequency or extension of the relationship between two variables [25]. The relationships between
the various strategic orientations and adaptive capabilities in the company are displayed on a graph, whose
x-axis contains the low or high adaptation capability data, and whose y-axis contains the low or high strategic
orientation data. The level was calculated on the basis of the average obtained for every group of answers related
to customer, competitor, technology and cost orientations, and also for the group of answers related to adaptive
capabilities. Recognition of dynamic capabilities was investigated through an analysis of the answers to the open
questions. The next section presents a synthesis of results based on analysis of the collected evidence.

4. Results
To analyze the existing correlations between adaptive capability and the company’s strategic orientation, it was
considered that these correlations showed various strengths of association, classified as very strong (coefficient
+0.91 to +1.00), high (from +0.71 to +0.90), moderate (from +0.41 to +0.70), small but distinct (from +0.21 to
+0.40), and light (from +0.01 to +0.01) [26].
The correlations existing between the variables were used to measure the level of customer, competitor, technology and cost orientations and their respective adaptive variables (Figure 2). The results show positive correlations between all strategic orientation variables and their respective adaptive capabilities.
The analysis of data collected from the Brazilian maritime service provider establishes that cost, customer and
technology orientations, and its adaptive capabilities, have the highest level of orientation and adaptability, according to the respondents. Competitor adaptive capability is high, and its orientation is considered moderate.
On the other side, there is a high technology orientation in conjunction with a high adaptive capability (Figure 3).
The following section will discuss the correlations between strategic orientation and adaptive capability in the
case company.

4.1. Technology Orientation and Adaptability
The implementation of modern and intelligent information systems is an essential strategic factor for maritime
companies, and makes it possible to utilize services such as electronic bill of lading (eB/L) and connection with
other systems, such as Siscomex (Sistema Integrado de Comércio Exterior), Siscarga (Sistema Integrado para
Cargas), PSP (Porto sem Papel), as well as customers’ systems. It is important for the company to keep up with
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Figure 1. Closed questions—constructs: Strategic orientation and adaptive capability.

Figure 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations between strategic orientations and adaptive capability. *Correlation on level
of significance 0.005 (two-sided); **Correlation on level of significance 0.001 (two-sided) N = 160.

developments in communication equipment that helps customer service, in order to ensure that the company has
all of the relevant information for customers, and facilitate the quick delivery of documents. In order to keep up
with technology developments, the company has invested in training programs, the development of its own IT
systems, and the use of new communication technologies for seeking to identify and anticipate possible market
trends. The results of the current research are compatible with a statement made by [13], which stated that technology orientation can have a positive influence over an organization’s adaptive capability.
There is a significant correlation between all adaptive capabilities and the strategic orientations analyzed
(Figure 2). Among those that show the highest strength in their association, new technologies appear to have
been frequently implemented into the company, with a high and positive correlation coefficient of 0.763 for research into the best technology, and 0.732, for high investments. This correlation suggests that the stronger the
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Figure 3. Relation between strategic orientations and adaptive capability in the
case company.

company’s ability to implement new technologies, the stronger its orientation will be to look for, use and invest
in technology, since the use of new technologies is already largely accepted by the company’s employees (average 3.87), as seen in Figure 2.
Technology orientation proved to be stronger than cost, customer and competitor orientations. As pointed out
by [13], the more uncertain the market demand, the less important customer orientation, and the technology
orientation is more predominant. However [22] pointed out that in a highly competitive environment it becomes
necessary for continuous competitor monitoring in order to react quickly, which means that competitor orientation appears to be one of the main dimensions that could influence organizational performance.
Three dynamic capabilities are essential within the case company: developing new IT technologies, foreseeing technological changes, and keeping employees updated and trained. The collected data suggests that recognition of dynamic capabilities increases the company’s adaptability to both external and internal environments,
as well as the accomplishment of strategic actions, which are deliberated and influenced by its technology
orientation.

4.2. Cost Orientation and Adaptability
Headings, or heads, are organizational devices that guide the reader through your paper. There are two types:
component heads and text heads.
The second orientation highlighted in this work refers to a high cost orientation and high adaptive capability.
The main pressures appear to be a need for cost and resource savings; recycling or cutting down superfluous
expenses; and the configuration of a leaner structure through the implementation of a center of services, which is
shared by the diverse business units. In addition, the demand for services that have a low price and high quality;
competitors’ low pricing policies; changing customer behavior; as well as other pressures, have led the company
to adopt diverse strategic actions in order to adapt to the business environment. Among the main adaptations
identified is the adoption of a cost-reduction policy, which has involved numerous specific actions and significant cost-reduction programs and restructuring; a better negotiation process with customers; changes in the organizational structures and processes; and the strategic distribution of activities.
Even without submitting to the pressure of offering very low prices, the company uses a cost reduction strategy in its processes in order to obtain better prices and profits. It can be noted that all correlations were significant (Figure 2). Among those that present the biggest strength of association, the relation between “activities
adaptation to pressures of lower costs—A15”, and “cost reduction orientation that decreases prices for customers—014”, which have a moderate correlation (0.595), and between “activities adaptation to pressures of lower
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costs—A15” and “cost reduction in all company’s sectors—O15” (0.586) are notable.
The main capabilities generated by the interaction of cost orientation and adaptive capability, were the company’s capability with respect to modifying its organizational structure, and to implementing effective cost reduction and expense control programs. The results for orientation and adaptability to cost pressures show that
the company directs its actions towards what [23] call quality costs.

4.3. Customer Orientation and Adaptability
The third orientation highlighted in this study refers to a high customer orientation and high adaptive capability.
Among the main identified needs is the demand for higher proactivity, agility, accuracy and service availability;
low prices, while maintaining high-quality service; and the provision of relevant information and market intelligence systems, by having closer contact with customers in order to adapt the service to their needs. High investments in technology and communication equipment, employee training and development, strategic management of quality and service customization were some of the strategic actions that the company has implemented to adapt to customer’ real needs.
A moderate correlation (Figure 2) can be noted between the prioritization of value creation and the adaptability of services to the customers’ real needs (0.546), to the customer’s current needs (0.556) and to the evolutionary needs (0.533). A moderate and positive correlation (0.569) was also noted between ability to anticipate
customers’ evolutionary needs, and investigation of their unconscious needs. It is further noted that there is a
conservative tendency in the sharing of critical information about customers at all organizational levels. The
ability to integrate technologies, to keep employees trained, and to strategically manage and customize the quality of services are the main dynamic capabilities identified in relation to the company’s process of adaptation to
meet customers’ needs. These capabilities lead the strategic orientation to be aware of and measure customer satisfaction, prioritizing value creation. In turn, these results present a vision that differs from that given by [13],
who say that, in fast-changing environments, customers are not always a trustworthy source of information.

4.4. Competitor Orientation and Adaptability
The data collected shows that the figure obtained for sharing information about competitors (average 3.29) is
higher than that for sharing information about customers (average 2.92). To explain this fact, some authors have
pointed out that in environments with a high level of uncertainty and fast changes, organizations seek information and intelligence about their competitors in order to identify new trends and take possible competitive actions [13], [21], [27]. With a moderate orientation, but a high adaptive capability, competitor orientation comes
last in the company’s strategic orientations. The reduction of prices charged for services, greater commercial
aggressiveness, strong market adaptation, and a focus on both quality and customer relationship management by
the rival company are some of the main threats from the employees’ viewpoint. To cope with these threats, the
company seeks to adapt by providing employee training and hiring commercial specialists, in order to offer services that are perceived as being of higher quality, adopt new technologies, and develop IT systems, among other initiatives.
The analysis of competitor orientation and adaptability correlations (Figure 2) shows that the adaptation of
activities to face the competitive environment is moderate and positively correlated (0.519) with the identification of areas in which the main competitors have succeeded or failed. In studies conducted by [13], competitor
capability shows little influence on adaptive capability. Contrarily, the present article identifies a moderate correlation between competitor strategic orientation and organizational adaptive capability. This suggests that adaptive capacity can be positively affected by competitor orientation.
The analysis of competitor information in economic environments in which opportunistic competitiveness,
unjustness and dishonesty is widespread makes the task more difficult. In addition, competitors could be unaware of the customers’ need, which makes competitor orientation less relevant to the development of adaptive
capability. Alternatively, the company could pursue the development of its own competences, in order to offer a
set of activities and products that are highly differentiated, and thus deliver a unique mix of value [13], [28]. According to [13], the search for differentiation is what distinguishes the adaptive capability of the activities in the
company examined in this work. Employee training capability, quality management capability, IT technological
capability and development capability are the dynamic capabilities highlighted by the respondents as the most
effective ones by which to cope with competitor threats, thereby affecting adaptive capability in these areas.
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5. Conclusions

Efforts to understand how companies adapt to environmental challenges and opportunities are increasing. However, there is still a lack of development in this field of research. It is necessary to fill the research gaps about
strategic orientation and organizational adaptive capability, since there have been few initiatives to approach and
visualize the subject through empirical evidence. In addition, studies involving companies from the maritime
services sector are quite scarce, as pointed out by [29]. This study has been driven by this fact.
The collected data indicate that adaptive capability is influenced at different levels by strategic orientations,
and that all of the results are significant. This relation also suggests that the higher the respondents’ perception
of the company’s dynamic capabilities, the higher the organization’s adaptive capability to the market.
There is one specific limitation of this study that has to be mentioned. Obviously, the degree of influence in
the relationship between strategic orientations and adaptive capabilities might vary depending on both the company analyzed and the market dynamics surrounding it. New studies could be developed based on this article;
for example, analyses could be conducted on the influence of internal and external environments in each of the
identified orientations and capabilities, or on the relationship between strategic orientation and essential competences, and the way these competences develop over time.
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