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If w
e jou

rn
eyed

 b
ack over 15,000 years in

to 
th

e Ice A
g

e, th
e w

orld
 w

ou
ld

 b
e aw

ash
 w

ith
 

h
u

n
d

red
s of w

eird
 an

d
 w

on
d

erfu
l sp

ecies. 
Som

e w
e w

ou
ld

 recog
n

ise from
 tod

ay, yet 
m

an
y w

ou
ld

 b
e u

n
fam

iliar to even
 th

e m
ost 

h
ard

en
ed

 traveller.  

O
ver th

e n
ext 5,000 years, th

e w
orld

 an
d

 its 
in

h
ab

itan
ts faced

 d
ram

atic ch
an

g
e an

d
 a 

sig
n

ifican
t ch

allen
g

e to su
rvive an

d
 flou

rish
. 

G
lob

al tem
p

eratu
res started

 to rise, as b
oth

 
th

e Earth
 an

d
 its atm

osp
h

ere b
eg

an
 to 

ch
an

g
e. Th

e h
u

m
an

 p
op

u
lation

 started
 to 

b
oom

, yet th
e W

oolly M
am

m
oth

, am
on

g
st 

oth
er sp

ecies, w
ou

ld
 van

ish
 altog

eth
er an

d
 

b
e con

fin
ed

 to th
e p

ag
es of h

istory b
ooks.

In
 w

h
at b

ecam
e h

is g
rou

n
d

-b
reakin

g
 w

ork, 
O

n
 th

e O
rig

in
 of Sp

ecies
[1], C

h
arles D

arw
in

 
laid

 ou
t th

e fou
n

d
ation

s of h
is th

eory of 

evolu
tion

, as h
e sou

g
h

t to exp
lain

 h
ow

 
certain

 sp
ecies su

rvived
 an

d
 m

u
ltip

lied
, 

w
h

ile oth
ers p

erish
ed

 in
to extin

ction
. 

A
s D

arw
in

 eloq
u

en
tly d

em
on

strated
, it 

w
asn

’t th
e in

tellig
en

ce or p
h

ysical stren
g

th
 

of a sp
ecies th

at p
red

icted
 its su

rvival. 
In

stead
, it w

as th
ose sp

ecies th
at b

est 
ad

ap
ted

 to ch
an

g
es in

 th
eir im

m
ed

iate 
su

rrou
n

d
in

g
s th

at u
ltim

ately su
rvived

. In
 

con
trast, th

ose th
at failed

 to ad
ap

t fizzled
 

in
to extin

ction
. 

W
h

ile D
arw

in
 p

op
u

larised
 th

e scien
ce of 

ad
ap

tab
ility, its m

ean
in

g
 tod

ay g
oes b

eyon
d

 
su

rvival. In
 th

is w
h

ite p
ap

er w
e w

ill exp
lore 

som
e of th

e m
ost u

p
-to-d

ate th
in

kin
g

 in
 th

is 
area an

d
 ou

tlin
e som

e of th
e w

ays in
 w

h
ich

 
Sp

otlig
h

t m
ay op

en
 con

versation
s for th

e 
d

evelop
m

en
t of ad

ap
tab

ility. 

th
e 

scien
ce 

o
f

ad
ap

tab
ility

W
ritten

 b
y Liam

 B
u

rn
ell

2

D
esig

n
ed

 b
y P

ati D
lu

g
osz

©
 M

in
d

flick H
old

in
g

s Ltd
 2019. A

ll rig
h

ts reserved
.

®



W
h

at is 
ad

ap
tab

ility?

W
ith

in
 con

tem
p

orary research
, ad

ap
tab

ility 
h

as b
een

 stu
d

ied
 w

ith
in

 th
e field

s of em
otion

al 
in

tellig
en

ce
[2], p

erson
ality

[3][4], lead
ersh

ip
[5][6]

[7], an
d

 com
m

u
n

ication
[8][9]. A

ll of th
ese field

s 
h

ave sh
ow

n
 ad

ap
tab

ility to b
e critical in

 th
e 

p
u

rsu
it of h

ig
h

 p
erform

an
ce, m

akin
g

 it a m
u

ch
-

d
esired

 trait w
ith

in
 sp

ort, b
u

sin
ess, p

olitics, 
an

d
 ed

u
cation

. B
u

t w
h

at d
o w

e actu
ally m

ean
 

b
y th

e term
 ‘ad

ap
tab

ility’ an
d

 w
h

at d
oes it look 

like in
 a m

od
ern

 con
text?

W
h

ilst all of th
ese field

s h
ave exp

lored
 

ad
ap

tab
ility in

 u
n

iq
u

e w
ays, th

ey h
ave sh

ared
 

a focu
s on

 h
ow

 w
e u

se d
ifferen

t elem
en

ts of 
ou

r p
erson

ality to b
eh

ave effectively w
ith

in
 

th
e en

viron
m

en
t w

e fin
d

 ou
rselves in

. A
 recen

t 
research

 p
rog

ram
m

e th
at h

as in
vestig

ated
 th

e 
con

cep
t of ‘p

erson
ality ad

ap
tab

ility’ p
erh

ap
s 

b
est rep

resen
ts th

is n
otion

[3]. Th
is exp

lored
 

an
d

 com
p

ared
 d

ifferen
ces in

 an
 in

d
ivid

u
al’s 

ab
ility to select a p

erson
ality state across 

d
ifferen

t situ
ation

s, w
ith

 th
e in

ten
tion

 of 
g

ain
in

g
 a d

esired
 ou

tcom
e - w

h
ich

 m
ay resu

lt 
in

 b
eh

aviou
r th

at is m
ore or less in

 lin
e w

ith
 

an
 in

d
ivid

u
al’s p

erson
ality p

referen
ces (e.g

., 
can

 p
eop

le w
ith

 n
atu

rally low
 extraversion

 
d

em
on

strate h
ig

h
er levels of extraversion

 
w

h
en

 a task req
u

ires?).

B
u

ild
in

g
 on

 th
is w

ork, w
e can

 d
efin

e 
ad

ap
tab

ility as th
e cap

acity to sp
ot a ch

an
g

in
g

 
con

text an
d

 sh
ift ou

r b
eh

aviou
rs or m

in
d

set 
to ach

ieve a g
oal. It is a tw

o step
 p

rocess of 
first recog

n
isin

g
 w

h
en

 ou
r n

atu
ral p

erson
ality 

p
referen

ces an
d

 b
iases m

ay n
ot resu

lt in
 u

s 
ach

ievin
g

 a g
oal, b

efore su
b

seq
u

en
tly b

ein
g

 
ab

le to tap
 in

to ch
aracteristics th

at w
ou

ld
 b

e 
m

ore h
elp

fu
l to u

s in
 a g

iven
 m

om
en

t. It h
as 

m
an

y d
ifferen

t d
im

en
sion

s th
at allow

 u
s to 

resp
on

d
 effectively to n

ew
 team

 d
yn

am
ics an

d
 

org
an

isation
al cu

ltu
res, an

d
 d

ifferen
t p

eop
le, 

social g
rou

p
s, an

d
 p

h
ysical en

viron
m

en
ts

[10[11]. 

A
d

ap
tab

ility 
is th

e 
cap

acity 
to

 sp
o

t a 
ch

an
g

in
g

 
co

n
text an

d
 

sh
ift o

u
r 

b
eh

avio
u

rs 
o

r m
in

d
set 

to
 ach

ieve a 
g

o
al

“
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In
terestin

g
ly, th

e op
p

osite of 
ad

ap
tab

ility, h
as also cau

g
h

t th
e 

atten
tion

 of som
e research

ers – 
a term

 th
at h

as b
een

 coin
ed

 as 
‘fixed

n
ess’ or ‘rig

id
ity’ [12]. P

eop
le 

w
h

o are m
ore rig

id
 or fixed

 ten
d

 n
ot 

to sh
ift th

eir ap
p

roach
 d

esp
ite th

e 
p

resen
ce of con

textu
al cu

es, an
d

 are 
ch

aracterised
 b

y a m
in

d
set of “th

is 
is th

e on
ly w

ay”. U
n

like som
eon

e 
w

h
o is m

ore ‘rig
id

’ or ‘fixed
’, an

 
ad

ap
tab

le in
d

ivid
u

al can
 flex th

eir 
p

erson
ality to con

tin
u

e to p
erform

 
in

 a ch
an

g
in

g
 con

text. Th
ey can

 tap
 

in
to th

e b
eh

aviou
rs an

d
 m

in
d

sets 
n

eed
ed

 to b
e b

oth
 d

iscip
lin

ed
 an

d
 

creative, th
ou

g
h

tfu
l an

d
 exp

ressive, 
an

d
 sp

on
tan

eou
s an

d
 log

ical. 

O
ften

 ch
aracterised

 as ag
ile, flexib

le 
or versatile

[2][13][14], in
d

ivid
u

als w
h

o 
are h

ig
h

ly ad
ap

tab
le b

rin
g

 b
en

efits 
n

ot on
ly to th

em
selves, b

u
t also 

to th
eir w

h
ole team

[15]. Even
 m

ore 
critically, stu

d
ies rep

eated
ly sh

ow
 

th
at ad

ap
tab

ility is som
eth

in
g

 th
at 

w
e can

 learn
, d

evelop
, an

d
 g

row
[2]. 

H
ow

ever, b
efore exp

lorin
g

 th
is 

fu
rth

er, w
e w

ill first in
vestig

ate 
th

e evid
en

ce w
h

ich
 illu

strates th
e 

b
en

efits of ad
ap

tab
ility…

T
h

e b
en

efi
ts

o
f ad

ap
tab

ility

U
n

d
erstan

d
in

g
 ad

ap
tab

ility as ou
r 

cap
acity to sp

ot a ch
an

g
in

g
 con

text 
an

d
 sh

ift ou
r b

eh
aviou

rs or m
in

d
set 

to ach
ieve a g

oal, w
e can

 b
eg

in
 to 

in
vestig

ate som
e of th

e sp
ecific b

en
efits 

th
at are associated

 w
ith

 it. For ease 
of read

in
g

, w
e h

ave g
rou

p
ed

 th
ese 

fin
d

in
g

s in
to five m

ain
 areas. Th

ese 
areas, w

h
ich

 in
clu

d
e relation

sh
ip

s, 
p

erform
an

ce, m
en

tal h
ealth

, tran
sition

s, 
an

d
 lead

ersh
ip

, w
ill su

b
seq

u
en

tly b
e 

d
iscu

ssed
 in

 g
reater d

etail. 
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1
. R

elatio
n

sh
ip

s

O
n

e area of research
 in

 th
e field

 of 
ad

ap
tab

ility h
as looked

 at h
ow

 it lin
ks 

to th
e q

u
ality of ou

r relation
sh

ip
s. 

Th
is in

terest h
as p

articu
larly focu

sed
 

on
 h

ow
 w

e ad
ap

t th
e w

ay w
e 

com
m

u
n

icate, w
ith

 p
eop

le view
in

g
 

oth
ers w

h
o can

 ch
an

g
e th

e w
ay th

ey 
com

m
u

n
icate d

ep
en

d
in

g
 on

 th
eir 

au
d

ien
ce m

ore favou
rab

ly
[8][9]. Th

is 
is b

ecau
se th

e ab
ility to ad

ap
t ou

r 
com

m
u

n
ication

 style h
elp

s to b
u

ild
 

tru
st, an

d
 in

crease u
n

d
erstan

d
in

g
 

b
etw

een
 in

d
ivid

u
als

[16]. 

To h
arn

ess th
ese b

en
efits m

ean
s 

to recog
n

ise an
oth

er p
erson

’s 
p

referen
ces an

d
 th

en
 sh

ap
e ou

r 
com

m
u

n
ication

 or m
essag

e in
 a w

ay 
th

at h
elp

s th
em

 to u
n

d
erstan

d
 an

d
 

ap
p

reciate it. B
y fram

in
g

 a m
essag

e 
b

ased
 on

 an
 in

d
ivid

u
al’s p

rim
ary 

p
erson

ality p
referen

ces in
 th

is w
ay, 

w
e can

 in
crease th

e effectiven
ess 

of ou
r com

m
u

n
ication

 an
d

 p
reven

t 
m

essag
es from

 b
ein

g
 lost in

 
tran

slation
[17]. 

O
n

e p
articu

lar stu
d

y of n
ote th

at 
illu

strates th
e im

p
act of th

e ab
ility 

to ad
ap

t ou
r com

m
u

n
ication

 style 
focu

sed
 on

 th
e in

teraction
s b

etw
een

 
d

octors an
d

 th
eir p

atien
ts

[18]. Th
is 

stu
d

y fou
n

d
 th

at th
rou

g
h

 th
e 

recog
n

ition
 of th

eir ow
n

 p
erson

ality 
p

referen
ces, d

octors w
ere ab

le to 
id

en
tify situ

ation
s in

 w
h

ich
 th

eir 
d

efau
lt com

m
u

n
ication

 style m
ay n

ot 

su
it a p

atien
t-d

octor in
teraction

. B
y 

recog
n

isin
g

 th
is, th

ey w
ere ab

le to flex 
th

eir ton
e of voice, ch

oice of w
ord

s, 
an

d
 b

od
y lan

g
u

ag
e to b

etter su
it th

e 
clien

t’s ow
n

 p
referen

ces, rath
er th

an
 

th
eir ow

n
 p

erson
al b

iases, en
ab

lin
g

 
th

em
 to q

u
ickly create a con

n
ection

 
w

ith
 th

eir p
atien

ts, an
d

 b
e m

ore 
effective in

 th
eir w

ork. 

Fu
rth

erm
ore, b

etter u
n

d
erstan

d
in

g
 

th
e w

orld
 view

 an
d

 p
ersp

ectives 
of th

ose w
e in

teract w
ith

 can
 also 

en
h

an
ce relation

sh
ip

s. In
d

eed
, 

ad
ap

tab
ility is also on

e of th
e key 

b
u

ild
in

g
 b

locks u
p

on
 w

h
ich

 em
otion

al 
in

tellig
en

ce rests, h
elp

in
g

 u
s to tu

n
e 

in
 to th

e n
eed

s an
d

 p
ersp

ectives of 
oth

ers - en
h

an
cin

g
 ou

r ab
ility to tru

ly 
u

n
d

erstan
d

 th
ose th

at w
e in

teract 
w

ith
[2]. Th

is is b
ecau

se, w
ith

 in
creased

 
ad

ap
tab

ility, w
e are b

etter ab
le to 

tru
ly see th

e d
ifferen

t w
ays of seein

g
 

a situ
ation

, an
d

 p
u

t ou
rselves in

to th
e 

sh
oes of oth

ers. Th
is, com

b
in

ed
 w

ith
 

a flexib
le com

m
u

n
ication

 style, allow
s 

u
s to b

etter in
teract an

d
 em

p
ath

ise 
w

ith
 oth

er p
eop

le, resu
ltin

g
 in

 h
ap

p
ier, 

h
ealth

ier relation
sh

ip
s b

oth
 w

ith
 ou

r 
frien

d
s

[19] an
d

 fam
ily

[20], an
d

 also in
 th

e 
w

orkp
lace

[21].

2
. A

lon
g

sid
e im

p
rovin

g
 ou

r relation
sh

ip
s, 

ad
ap

tab
ility can

 also in
crease 

p
erform

an
ce in

 a n
u

m
b

er of d
ifferen

t 
w

ays. Several stu
d

ies h
ave illu

strated
 

th
at ad

ap
tab

ility im
p

roves an
 

in
d

ivid
u

al’s ab
ility to solve n

ovel 
tasks

[22] , w
h

ilst also in
creasin

g
 

resilien
ce

[23], creativity
[37], an

d
 p

rob
lem

 
solvin

g
[24] . Th

is allow
s an

 in
d

ivid
u

al 
to creatively overcom

e p
rob

lem
s, 

n
avig

ate ad
versity, an

d
 resp

on
d

 to 
u

n
exp

ected
 an

d
 ch

an
g

in
g

 d
em

an
d

s.

W
ith

 in
creased

 ad
ap

tab
ility, w

e are 
ab

le to m
ake b

etter d
ecision

s b
ecau

se 
of ou

r ab
ility to look at a situ

ation
 

from
 m

u
ltip

le p
ersp

ectives. W
e are 

ab
le to ap

p
reciate d

ifferen
t w

ays of 
solvin

g
 th

e sam
e p

rob
lem

, seein
g

 
b

oth
 th

e op
p

ortu
n

ities an
d

 risks su
ch

 
solu

tion
s m

ay p
ose, an

d
 also sh

ift ou
r 

focu
s to m

ore relevan
t in

form
ation

 in
 

u
n

p
red

ictab
le situ

ation
s. Fu

rth
erm

ore, 
w

e are ab
le to learn

 n
ew

 skills m
ore 

effectively, ad
ju

st ou
r in

terp
erson

al 
style w

h
en

 w
orkin

g
 in

 team
s, an

d
 

rem
ain

 calm
 w

ith
in

 stressfu
l situ

ation
s 

in
 ord

er to b
eh

ave effectively
[10]. 

In
 sp

ort, th
is allow

s ath
letes to ch

an
g

e 
th

eir style of p
lay, p

erform
 u

n
d

er 
p

ressu
re, an

d
 w

ork effectively w
ith

 a 
n

u
m

b
er of coach

es
[25], w

h
ilst in

 th
e 

m
ilitary ad

ap
tab

le in
d

ivid
u

als resp
on

d
 

calm
ly to am

b
u

sh
, w

orkin
g

 w
ith

 oth
ers 

to m
ake effective d

ecision
s in

 life-
th

reaten
in

g
 situ

ation
s

[10][26]. A
ll of th

ese 

P
erfo

rm
an

ce

ab
ilities m

ake ad
ap

tab
le in

d
ivid

u
als 

h
ig

h
ly valu

ed
 b

y em
p

loyers in
 a 

n
u

m
b

er of in
d

u
stries

[27], as th
ey are 

ab
le to con

sisten
tly p

erform
 to h

ig
h

 
stan

d
ard

s in
 fast-m

ovin
g

 p
rofession

s, 
in

clu
d

in
g

 b
u

sin
ess

[28] an
d

 even
 th

e 
aren

a of com
ed

y
[3]. N

ot on
ly d

oes 
th

is m
ake th

em
 m

ore em
p

loyab
le, 

b
u

t also b
rin

g
s p

erform
an

ce b
en

efits 
to th

eir team
s in

 h
ig

h
ly p

ressu
rised

 
situ

ation
s

[15].  

7
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3
. M

en
tal H

ealth

W
ith

 b
etter relation

sh
ip

s, an
d

 
h

ig
h

er levels of p
erform

an
ce, it is 

u
n

su
rp

risin
g

 th
at ad

ap
tab

ility also 
b

en
efits m

en
tal h

ealth
. 

A
 recen

t larg
e-scale stu

d
y of 

A
u

stralian
 secon

d
ary sch

ool 
stu

d
en

ts sh
ow

ed
 th

at n
ot on

ly d
o 

th
ose w

h
o are m

ore ad
ap

tab
le 

p
articip

ate in
 class m

ore, b
u

t th
ey 

also en
joy sch

ool m
ore, are m

ore 
satisfied

 w
ith

 life, h
ave a h

ig
h

er 
sen

se of p
u

rp
ose an

d
 h

ig
h

er self-
esteem

[29]. Th
ese fin

d
in

g
s are 

con
sisten

t in
 ad

u
lt p

op
u

lation
s too, 

w
ith

 stu
d

ies lin
kin

g
 ad

ap
tab

ility to 
in

creased
 job

 satisfaction
[30][31], as 

w
ell as h

ig
h

lig
h

tin
g

 it as a p
oten

tial 
p

rotective factor ag
ain

st m
en

tal 
h

ealth
 d

ifficu
lties

[32].

Th
ese p

ositive m
en

tal h
ealth

 
effects are likely to com

e as a 
resu

lt of ad
ap

tab
le in

d
ivid

u
al’s 

b
ein

g
 ab

le to recog
n

ise situ
ation

s 
w

h
ich

 req
u

ire a ch
an

g
e in

 m
in

d
set 

or b
eh

aviou
r. W

h
en

 th
is ab

ility is 
ab

sen
t, in

d
ivid

u
als are u

n
ab

le to flex 
th

eir th
ou

g
h

ts an
d

 b
eh

aviou
rs to 

ob
tain

 p
ositive ou

tcom
es from

 th
e 

w
orld

 - w
h

ich
 m

ay resu
lt in

 a ran
g

e of 
n

eg
ative em

otion
s

[32] .

A
ltern

atively, h
ig

h
ly ad

ap
tab

le 
in

d
ivid

u
als often

 com
e across as 

resilien
t, a trait lin

ked
 w

ith
 p

ositive 
m

en
tal h

ealth
[33]. Th

is is b
ecau

se 

th
ey are ab

le to ad
ju

st h
ow

 th
ey 

resp
on

d
 to ad

verse situ
ation

s, an
d

 
are m

ore ab
le to m

ove on
 an

d
 learn

 
from

 u
n

exp
ected

 failu
res.  Th

is ab
ility 

resu
lts in

 th
e exp

erien
ce of m

ore 
p

ositive em
otion

s as in
d

ivid
u

als are 
m

ore realistic ab
ou

t th
e con

trol th
ey 

h
ave over n

eg
ative even

ts, allow
in

g
 

th
em

 to d
iscon

n
ect th

eir id
en

tity from
 

ad
verse ou

tcom
es

[34]. Fu
rth

erm
ore, 

th
ey also feel m

ore fu
lfilled

 as th
ey 

are b
etter ab

le to p
ersist in

 th
e p

u
rsu

it 
of g

oals u
n

d
er n

eg
ative situ

ation
s

[35]. 

Th
is w

ealth
 of evid

en
ce su

g
g

ests 
th

at in
creasin

g
 ad

ap
tab

ility w
ith

in
 

you
n

g
 p

eop
le an

d
 th

e w
orkforce 

sh
ou

ld
 b

e a p
rim

ary g
oal for sch

ools 
an

d
 org

an
isation

s, alike – lead
in

g
 to 

h
ap

p
ier, h

ealth
ier, m

ore en
g

ag
ed

 
w

orkforces w
h

o h
ave th

e ab
ility to 

n
avig

ate u
n

certain
ty an

d
 ch

an
g

e. 

4
. In

 th
e h

ig
h

 p
erform

an
ce con

text of 
elite sp

ort, ath
letes face n

u
m

erou
s 

tran
sition

s th
rou

g
h

ou
t th

eir career. 
From

 th
e tran

sition
 b

etw
een

 you
th

 
an

d
 sen

ior sp
ort, an

d
 su

b
seq

u
en

tly 
th

rou
g

h
 in

to retirem
en

t, h
ow

 ath
letes 

resp
on

d
 to su

ch
 ch

an
g

es can
 often

 
d

eterm
in

e th
eir career su

ccess
[36]. 

H
ow

ever, it is n
ot on

ly sp
ort w

h
ere 

tran
sition

s occu
r, w

ith
 p

eop
le n

ow
 

ch
an

g
in

g
 job

s, on
 averag

e, at least 
on

ce every five years
[37]. 

For th
is reason

, it is p
articu

larly 
in

terestin
g

 th
at ad

ap
tab

ility also 
con

trib
u

tes to su
ccessfu

l tran
sition

s, 
w

ith
 research

 d
em

on
stratin

g
 th

is 
in

 a n
u

m
b

er of con
texts, in

clu
d

in
g

 
in

 th
e case of red

u
n

d
an

cy
[38[39], 

retirem
en

t [40], th
e m

ove from
 

ed
u

cation
 to th

e w
orkp

lace
[41], 

an
d

 even
 w

h
en

 m
ovin

g
 to a 

n
ew

 cou
n

try
[42]. Th

is is b
ecau

se 
in

d
ivid

u
als w

ith
 g

reater ad
ap

tab
ility 

are b
etter ab

le to resp
on

d
 to ch

an
g

e 
(e.g

., th
e d

evastation
 of losin

g
 th

eir 
job

s) b
y seein

g
 op

p
ortu

n
ity w

h
ere 

th
ey m

ay u
su

ally in
terp

ret on
ly 

d
an

g
er [43], or resp

on
d

 to th
e d

em
an

d
s 

of a n
ew

 cu
ltu

re b
y recog

n
isin

g
 

th
e n

eed
 to op

t for altern
ative 

b
eh

aviou
rs in

-keep
in

g
 w

ith
 th

eir n
ew

 
su

rrou
n

d
in

g
s

[42].  Th
is allow

s for a 
m

ore favou
rab

le exp
erien

ce of th
e 

m
an

y tran
sition

s an
 in

d
ivid

u
al m

ay 
exp

erien
ce th

rou
g

h
ou

t th
e cou

rse of 
th

eir career.

Tran
sitio

n
s

W
ith

 th
is in

 m
in

d
, m

ore ad
ap

tab
le 

in
d

ivid
u

als n
ot on

ly resp
on

d
 m

ore 
p

ositively to tran
sition

s w
ith

in
 th

eir 
in

d
u

stry, b
u

t th
ey m

ay also b
e m

ore 
su

ited
 to m

ovin
g

 across in
d

u
stries

[44]. 
Th

is m
akes th

em
 m

ore em
p

loyab
le

[27], 
an

d
 can

 also lead
 to b

etter m
en

tal 
h

ealth
 an

d
 career satisfaction

 at 
tim

es in
 life w

h
en

 su
ch

 th
in

g
s are 

p
articu

larly p
ron

e to su
ffer [45]. 

9
1

0



5
. L

ead
ersh

ip

T
h

e b
io

lo
g

y 
o

f ad
ap

tab
ility

A
s w

e h
ave seen

, ad
ap

tab
ility is a tw

o-
step

 p
rocess th

at in
volves sp

ottin
g

 a 
ch

an
g

e in
 con

text, b
efore resp

on
d

in
g

 
b

y flexin
g

 b
eh

aviou
r or m

in
d

set. 
H

ow
ever, w

h
at d

oes th
is look like 

w
ith

in
 th

e b
rain

? 

W
h

ilst th
ere is a larg

e n
etw

ork of 
reg

ion
s in

volved
, th

ere are tw
o key 

stru
ctu

res w
e are in

terested
 in

 – th
e 

h
ip

p
ocam

p
u

s an
d

 th
e p

re-fron
tal 

cortex
[56].

 Th
e h

ip
p

ocam
p

u
s d

etects ch
an

g
es 

in
 ou

r en
viron

m
en

t b
y com

p
arin

g
 th

e 
cu

rren
t situ

ation
 to th

ose w
e’ve b

een
 

in
 b

efore. B
y d

oin
g

 th
is, it sp

ots w
h

en
 

th
in

g
s m

ay b
e d

ifferen
t to w

h
at w

e 
w

ou
ld

 exp
ect. It th

en
 com

m
u

n
icates 

th
is in

form
ation

 to th
e p

re-fron
tal 

cortex, an
 area of th

e b
rain

 lin
ked

 to 
p

erson
ality an

d
 b

eh
aviou

ral con
trol, 

w
h

ich
 th

en
 ch

ooses w
h

eth
er to sh

ift 
ou

r b
eh

aviou
rs to m

eet th
e d

em
an

d
s 

of th
e cu

rren
t situ

ation
.

W
e kn

ow
 th

is b
ecau

se w
h

en
 th

ese 
reg

ion
s b

ecom
e d

am
ag

ed
 or im

p
aired

 
d

u
e to stress, w

e are n
o lon

g
er ab

le to 
id

en
tify ch

an
g

es in
 con

text or exh
ib

it 
b

eh
aviou

ral con
trol [14]. Th

is is b
ecau

se 
th

e h
ip

p
ocam

p
u

s is h
ig

h
ly sen

sitive 
to cortisol, th

e h
orm

on
e ou

r b
od

y 
releases w

h
en

 u
n

d
er stress, an

d
 w

h
en

 
exp

osed
 to it for lon

g
 p

eriod
s of tim

e 
th

e cells of th
e h

ip
p

ocam
p

u
s b

eg
in

 to 
d

ie
[56]. Th

is m
ean

s th
e h

ip
p

ocam
p

u
s 

is less sen
sitive to d

etectin
g

 ch
an

g
e 

w
h

en
 w

e are u
n

d
er stress, resu

ltin
g

 
in

 a d
istin

ct lack of ad
ap

tab
ility. Th

e 
overall m

essag
e…

 a stressed
 b

rain
 is 

less ad
ap

tab
le!

h
ip

p
o

cam
p

u
s

p
re-fro

n
tal co

rtex

1
1

1
2

ab
ility to b

reed
 tru

st an
d

 con
fid

en
ce 

w
ith

in
 oth

ers
[48], an

d
 create a 

p
sych

olog
ically safe en

viron
m

en
t [49]. 

W
ith

 th
is in

 p
lace, lead

ers are th
en

 
ab

le to b
alan

ce som
e of th

e key 
d

yn
am

ics ob
served

 w
ith

in
 h

ig
h

 
p

erform
an

ce en
viron

m
en

ts, h
elp

in
g

 
th

em
 to cu

rate su
ccess w

ith
in

 th
eir 

ow
n

 team
s an

d
 tap

 in
to all of th

e 
b

en
efits alread

y ou
tlin

ed
. 

Fin
ally, research

 sh
ow

s th
at m

ore 
ad

ap
tab

le in
d

ivid
u

als ten
d

 to b
e 

b
etter lead

ers, as th
ey are m

ore 
likely to resp

on
d

 effectively in
 

crisis situ
ation

s
[6], create b

etter 
relation

sh
ip

s w
ith

 th
eir w

orkforce, 
an

d
 elicit b

etter em
p

loyee 
en

g
ag

em
en

t [2]. Th
is is b

ecau
se 

th
ey are ab

le to stretch
 b

eyon
d

 
th

eir p
referred

 m
eth

od
s an

d
 tap

 
in

to lead
ersh

ip
 styles th

ey m
ay n

ot 
n

atu
rally u

se
[7].

A
 recen

t stu
d

y of m
u

lti-m
ed

al 
w

in
n

in
g

 coach
es in

 O
lym

p
ic sp

ort 
fou

n
d

 th
at b

eh
in

d
 th

eir su
ccess 

w
as th

e ab
ility to m

ove alon
g

 th
e 

con
tin

u
u

m
 b

etw
een

 ‘d
riven

-n
ess’ 

(e.g
., u

n
w

averin
g

 h
ig

h
 stan

d
ard

s) 
an

d
 b

en
evolen

ce (e.g
., a p

eop
le 

first cu
ltu

re) [46] . To d
o th

is, coach
es 

relied
 on

 b
ein

g
 h

ig
h

ly attu
n

ed
 to 

th
e n

eed
s of th

eir ath
letes, an

d
 th

e 
d

esire to th
en

 ch
oose to m

ove alon
g

 
th

is con
tin

u
u

m
 to m

eet th
eir n

eed
s. 

Th
is ‘ch

am
eleon

-like’ ab
ility to m

ove 
b

etw
een

 con
trastin

g
 p

erson
ality 

styles is w
h

at lead
ers req

u
ire to g

et 
th

e m
ost ou

t of th
eir team

s, g
row

 
org

an
isation

s, or, in
 th

is case, w
in

 
O

lym
p

ic g
old

.

Im
p

ortan
tly, th

e ab
ility of lead

ers 
to flu

ctu
ate an

d
 ad

ap
t b

etw
een

 
th

ese ap
p

roach
es is som

eth
in

g
 

th
at can

 b
e learn

ed
[47], allow

in
g

 
p

eop
le to d

evelop
 an

d
 g

row
 th

eir 



S
p

o
tlig

h
t

an
d

 d
evelo

p
in

g
ad

ap
tab

ility

A
lon

g
sid

e th
e array of b

en
efits ou

tlin
ed

, on
e 

of th
e m

ost critical featu
res of ad

ap
tab

ility is 
th

e fact th
at it can

 b
e d

evelop
ed

[2]. R
esearch

 
across a ran

g
e of con

texts
[9][18][47], h

as 
d

em
on

strated
 th

at ad
ap

tab
ility is n

ot a fixed
 

trait, an
d

 th
at in

d
ivid

u
als can

 learn
 to g

row
 

an
d

 exp
an

d
 th

eir ab
ility to ad

ap
t.

R
ecog

n
isin

g
 th

e valu
e of ad

ap
tab

ility, 
Sp

otlig
h

t is a p
erson

ality p
referen

ce tool 
th

at h
as b

een
 d

evelop
ed

 to h
elp

 in
d

ivid
u

als 
g

row
 th

eir p
erson

al effectiven
ess an

d
 th

eir 
ab

ility to flex th
eir m

in
d

set an
d

 b
eh

aviou
r. 

In
d

eed
, p

sych
olog

ical ad
ap

tab
ility sits at 

th
e h

eart of th
e p

h
ilosop

h
y of Sp

otlig
h

t, 
w

h
ich

 exp
lores an

 in
d

ivid
u

al’s m
in

d
set 

an
d

 b
eh

aviou
ral p

referen
ces on

 tw
o 

d
istin

ct fram
ew

orks. Th
e C

O
P

E (acron
ym

) 
fram

ew
ork h

elp
s in

d
ivid

u
als u

n
d

erstan
d

 
th

eir ow
n

 m
in

d
set p

referen
ces w

h
en

 th
ere 

is som
eth

in
g

 to w
in

 an
d

 som
eth

in
g

 to lose 
(b

ased
 on

 sen
sitivity to rew

ard
 an

d
 th

reat), 
w

h
ile th

e FLEX
 (acron

ym
) fram

ew
ork h

elp
s 

in
d

ivid
u

als u
n

d
erstan

d
 th

eir b
eh

aviou
ral 

p
referen

ces b
ased

 on
 extraversion

 an
d

 
ag

reeab
len

ess p
referen

ces (from
 th

e ‘b
ig

 
five’ p

erson
ality m

od
el [50]).

Sp
otlig

h
t is aim

ed
 at p

rovid
in

g
 a w

in
d

ow
 

for con
versation

s to im
p

rove ad
ap

tab
ility 

th
rou

g
h

 first m
akin

g
 p

eop
le m

ore aw
are of 

th
eir p

erson
ality p

referen
ces. Su

b
seq

u
en

tly, 
it allow

s p
eop

le to u
n

d
erstan

d
 h

ow
 th

ey 
g

et th
e b

est ou
t of th

em
selves b

ased
 on

 
th

eir p
referen

ces, an
d

 p
rovid

es a sim
p

le 
an

d
 in

tu
itive fram

ew
ork to h

elp
 p

eop
le flex 

aw
ay from

 th
eir n

atu
ral p

referen
ces w

h
en

 a 
d

ifferen
t p

ersp
ective is req

u
ired

. Sp
ecifically, 

Sp
otlig

h
t is aim

ed
 at en

h
an

cin
g

 ad
ap

tab
ility 

th
rou

g
h

 th
e th

ree areas th
at follow

.

1
3

1
4 1
4



D
evelo

p
 

self-aw
aren

ess

1
5

Sp
otlig

h
t in

creases self-aw
aren

ess b
y 

id
en

tifyin
g

 an
 in

d
ivid

u
al’s b

eh
aviou

ral 
an

d
 m

in
d

set p
referen

ces. In
d

eed
, 

research
 h

as sh
ow

n
 th

at ad
ap

tab
ility 

an
d

 self-aw
aren

ess are in
h

eren
tly 

lin
ked

[51], an
d

 on
e w

ay of h
elp

in
g

 
p

eop
le to d

evelop
 th

eir ad
ap

tab
ility 

is to in
crease th

eir self-aw
aren

ess. B
y 

exp
lorin

g
 p

erson
ality p

referen
ces on

 
th

e FLEX
 an

d
 C

O
P

E m
od

els, in
d

ivid
u

als 
can

 b
u

ild
 th

e self-aw
aren

ess n
eed

ed
 to 

effectively recog
n

ise th
eir ow

n
 ch

aracter 
stren

g
th

s, b
lin

d
sp

ots, an
d

 b
iases, an

d
 

b
eg

in
 to u

n
d

erstan
d

 h
ow

 th
ese m

ay 
affect th

e w
ay th

ey b
eh

ave an
d

 th
e w

ay 
oth

ers m
ay p

erceive th
em

.  

1
6



R
eco

g
n

ise
o

ver-p
layed

stren
g

th
s

1
7

U
p

on
 d

iscoverin
g

 th
ese p

referen
ces, 

Sp
otlig

h
t h

elp
s in

d
ivid

u
als to recog

n
ise 

an
d

 reflect on
 w

h
en

 th
ese p

referen
ces 

serve th
em

 effectively, an
d

 also w
h

en
 

th
ey m

ig
h

t start to overp
lay th

eir 
stren

g
th

s, m
ean

in
g

 th
ey n

o lon
g

er serve 
to b

e u
sefu

l. Th
is allow

s in
d

ivid
u

als to 
con

sid
er h

ow
 th

eir n
atu

ral p
referen

ces 
m

ay b
e m

ovin
g

 th
em

 fu
rth

er from
 a 

sp
ecific en

d
 g

oal, an
d

 id
en

tify th
e 

con
texts in

 w
h

ich
 flexin

g
 from

 th
eir 

p
referen

ces m
ay b

rin
g

 b
en

efits. 

B
y u

n
d

erstan
d

in
g

 th
eir p

referen
ces, 

in
d

ivid
u

als can
 recog

n
ise w

h
at th

e 
stren

g
th

s of th
ese look like in

 th
eir 

sw
eet-sp

ot, an
d

 also in
 w

h
at situ

ation
s 

th
ey m

ig
h

t b
e at risk of over-p

layin
g

 
th

em
. Th

is recog
n

ition
 is critical to 

effective ad
ap

tab
ility, as fixed

n
ess 

resu
lts from

 n
ot recog

n
isin

g
 w

h
en

 w
e 

are overp
layin

g
 ou

r stren
g

th
s. 

A
ltern

atively, n
ot recog

n
isin

g
 th

e 
situ

ation
s w

h
en

 ou
r n

atu
ral p

referen
ces 

d
o serve u

s w
ell can

 lead
 u

s to 
u

n
d

er-d
oin

g
 ou

r stren
g

th
s, resu

ltin
g

 
in

 an
 im

ag
e of in

au
th

en
ticity an

d
 

in
con

sisten
cy. Th

erefore, Sp
otlig

h
t aim

s 
to h

elp
 in

d
ivid

u
als u

n
d

erstan
d

 h
ow

 to 
keep

 th
eir p

referen
ces in

 th
eir sw

eet-
sp

ot w
h

ilst avoid
in

g
 over-p

layin
g

 th
ese 

stren
g

th
s b

y ad
ap

tin
g

 w
h

en
 n

ecessary.

1
8



A
 fram

ew
o

rk
 

fo
r m

o
vem

en
t

1
9

H
avin

g
 recog

n
ised

 w
h

en
 altern

ative 
b

eh
aviou

rs or ad
op

tin
g

 a d
ifferen

t 
m

in
d

set m
ay b

rin
g

 ab
ou

t b
en

efits, it 
is n

ow
 tim

e to m
ove. Th

is p
rocess of 

m
ovin

g
, w

h
ich

 in
volves tem

p
orarily 

flexin
g

 aw
ay from

 ou
r  u

su
al p

referen
ces 

to altern
ative m

eth
od

s, allow
s u

s to 
overcom

e im
m

ed
iate ch

allen
g

es 
w

ith
in

 th
e en

viron
m

en
t, foster b

etter 
relation

sh
ip

s, an
d

 ach
ieve th

e oth
er 

b
en

efits associated
 w

ith
 ad

ap
tab

ility. 

Sp
otlig

h
t p

rovid
es tw

o in
tu

itive 
fram

ew
orks, g

rou
n

d
ed

 in
 th

e scien
ce 

of p
erson

ality, to h
elp

 n
avig

ate 
p

eop
le arou

n
d

 d
ifferen

t p
ersp

ectives. 
B

y ap
p

reciatin
g

 th
ese d

ifferen
t 

p
ersp

ectives, in
d

ivid
u

als can
 g

ain
 

in
sig

h
t an

d
 u

n
d

erstan
d

in
g

 ab
ou

t sim
p

le 
w

ays th
ey can

 flex th
eir b

eh
aviou

r or 
m

in
d

set to p
erform

 m
ore effectively.

  

2
0



F
in

al 
th

o
u

g
h

ts

To su
m

m
arise, ad

ap
tab

ility, th
e cap

acity 
to sp

ot a ch
an

g
in

g
 con

text an
d

 sh
ift ou

r 
b

eh
aviou

rs or m
in

d
set to ach

ieve a g
oal, 

is related
 to a ran

g
e of b

en
efits th

at are 
associated

 w
ith

 relation
sh

ip
s, p

erform
an

ce, 
m

en
tal h

ealth
, tran

sition
s an

d
 lead

ersh
ip

. A
s 

ou
tlin

ed
, Sp

otlig
h

t is d
esig

n
ed

 to h
elp

 u
s b

e 
m

ore ad
ap

tab
le b

y im
p

rovin
g

 self-aw
aren

ess 
an

d
 h

elp
in

g
 u

s to recog
n

ise con
texts in

 
w

h
ich

 m
ovin

g
 aw

ay from
 ou

r p
referen

ces 
b

rin
g

s u
s closer to ou

r g
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