
INTRODUCTION
This study concerns the ability to adapt to changeable or 
uncertain situational demands.

Adaptability is critical for law enforcement and security 
officers who have to complete specific objectives when 
interacting with sources within criminal communities 
(i.e. covert law enforcement).

Although the importance of adaptability for social 
interactions has been highlighted in several fields, it 
remains understudied in the context of police work. 

Furthermore, despite extensive conceptual work on 
adaptability, no behavioural measure to evaluate the 
efficacy of adaptive responses exists.

This study remedies this by relating behavioural 
indicators of adaptability with subjective adaptability, 
the quality of the relationship (i.e. rapport and trust), and 
goal achievement.

THE EXPERIMENTAL TEST
To examine adaptive behaviour, we developed a 
novel experimental set-up inspired by observations of 
undercover training at the Los Angeles Police Department 
(LAPD).

In Experiment 1, university students (n = 30) acted as 
agents that had to complete three undercover missions. 
Adaptive behaviour was elicited by three features: 

1. A goal (e.g. the agent was tasked with collecting a 
secret note hidden in the office of a professor).

2. An expectation (e.g. the agent was told that the 
professor is friendly towards motivated students).

3. A violation of that expectation (e.g. the professor 
is on leave but an assistant is in his office). This 
violation creates the unexpected situation that the 
agents must adapt to achieve their mission objective.

Adaptability was measured on the self-rated adaptability 
scale, as well as by the behavioural adjustments made in 
response to the changing situational demand.

In Experiment 2, practitioners (n = 22) experienced in 
covert policing watched four video recordings from 
Experiment 1 and rated the adaptive responses. 
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MAIN FINDINGS
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. to 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.

ASSESSING ADAPTABILITY
Our findings suggest that adaptive behaviour may be 
tailored to its objective. That is, providing trainees with 
a purely instrumental objective (e.g. to collect a secret 
note) may reduce their capacity to consider relational 
objectives (e.g. to establish rapport) and vice versa.

We thus recommend informing trainees about both 
relational and instrumental objectives during their 
training. Otherwise, there is a risk that they underperform 
on one objective simply because they misunderstand 
what is expected of them.

However, by informing trainees on the importance of 
both these objectives you will be in a better position 
to assess their true qualities, as it will be clearer when 
specific qualities are lacking.

A BEHAVIOUR PREDICTIVE OF 
SUCCESS
Our findings suggest that agents that are successful at 
attaining mission objectives in changing situations spend 
less time on ineffective behaviour. This finding provides 
a starting point in the search for behavioural indicators 
of adaptability.

A thorough examination of such behavioural adjustments 
may be key for contextual assessments of adaptability. 

FUTURE RESEARCH
The primary contribution of this research is the 
development of a clinical testing procedure that 
complements authentic training scenarios. For example, 
by altering mission specifics within the schematic set-
up of an objective, expectation, and violation, we can 
examine an array of situations relevant to covert law 
enforcement.

This would allow us to study principles of adaptive 
expertise, which would help advance training programs 
and personnel selection. This would allow us to study 
principles of adaptive expertise, which would help 
advance training programs and personnel selection.
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