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THE FINAL PIECE OF THE PUZZLE
To complete the puzzle, we recruited a sample of ‘granters’ 
who were free to decide whether to grant or deny the agents’ 
requests. Specifically, the granters were told they were to take 
part in a study examining new employees at the university 
(e.g. to consult other students on what courses to take next 
semester).

Importantly, what the granters didn’t know was that their tasks 
were matched with the agents’ missions (i.e. the granters were 
requested to wear gloves when receiving objects and items 
to reduce the spread of viruses). This allowed us to influence 
granters to unknowingly stand between the agent and the 
agent’s mission objective.

With this experimental set-up, we ran our first study, in which 
mock undercover agents faced novel and unexpected situational 
demands while attempting to accomplish their mission 
objectives. 

The agents’ behavioural adaptability was measured as 
adjustments made in response to their changing situational 
demands, and the adaptability scale was used to complement 
this with a self-rated measure of adaptability.

However, one question remained: How might we estimate 
the practical value of the possible findings? To address this, 
we invited police officers experienced with covert policing to 
observe videos of the mock agents and assess their performance.
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WHAT DID WE LEARN?
The experimental set-up successfully elicited adaptive 
behaviour as the agents were goal-oriented, perceived the 
missions to demand adaptive responses (rather than resilient 
or coping responses), and reported a need to adjust their 
behaviour to achieve their objectives. Moreover, adaptability 
was measured from three different perspectives – agents, 
granters, and observers – and each perspective provided unique 
insights.

From the agents’ perspective, the findings suggest that self-
rated adaptability might be important when facing novel and 
uncertain events, but that rating oneself as adaptable was 
associated with a less positive relationship with those the agent 
interacts with.

More specifically, from the granters’ perspective, agents who 
rated themselves as adaptive tended to be perceived as lacking 
in benevolence (a feature of trustworthiness), suggesting that 
they may have come across as self-serving. Moreover, agents 
who succeeded in attaining mission objectives were rated 
as more able (another feature of trustworthiness) and more 
competent at developing rapport.

From the observers’ perspective, adaptability (rated on 
the adaptability scale) is strongly connected with agents’ 
trustworthiness and rapport and all three features are 
considered when predicting agents’ success in accomplishing 
mission objectives. We interpret this finding as indicating that 
practitioners with covert experience deem that adaptability 
might not be functional without having established a positive 
relationship.

We also found initial evidence that behavioural adjustments 
might be a promising avenue for measuring behavioural 
adaptability. One of these measures – spending less time 
on each adjustment – showed a positive relationship with 
accomplishing mission objectives. This suggests that it might 
be valuable to consider the time that agents spend on each 
adjustment when assessing goal-oriented behaviour in novel 
and unexpected situations.

CONCLUSIONS
Although this study was a first explorative attempt to 
study behavioural adaptability, we tentatively suggest three 
preliminary conclusions: 

1.	 Providing agents with a specific instrumental objective 
(e.g. collect the fingerprints of a study advisor) may lead to 
adaptive behaviour associated with a reduced relationship 
with those they interact with.

2.	 Practitioners seem to consider adaptability as being more 
a feature connected with the quality of the relationship 
than a feature for accomplishing mission objectives.

3.	 Practitioners should – but do not – take the time spent on 
each adjustment into account when assessing adaptability 
in novel and uncertain situations. 

We believe that our development of the experimental paradigm 
to examine adaptability in a law enforcement context is a 
useful contribution of this research. By altering mission 
specifics within the schematic set-up of an objective, an 
expectation, and its violation, researchers should be able to 
examine an array of situations relevant to law enforcement 
contexts.
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Adaptability (rated on the 
adaptability scale) is strongly 

connected with agents’ 
trustworthiness and rapport.


