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1. INTRODUCTION

In 1859 Charles Darwin said this :  “It is not the strongest of the 
species that survives, nor the most intelligent, it is the one that 
is the most adaptable to change”.
Several leadership experts are starting to agree with ranking 
adaptability quotient (AQ) on a par, if not above, IQ and EQ. 

AQ refers to the ability of an individual or 
of a company to adjust to unanticipated 
changes in the environment. It also refers 
to the ability to constantly reinvent oneself, 
your products and services and your brand as 
the environment evolves. Even though there is 
not yet a quantitative tool to measure AQ, the 
adaptability of an organisation is evident from 
its response to change and disruption.
There is unfortunately much evidence of compa-
nies that have become irrelevant or at least far 
less profitable as a consequence of low AQ. 
“We witnessed a low adaptability quotient in the 
death (or deflation) of brands like Toys “R” Us®, 
Blockbuster, Kodak®, and BlackBerry®. When 
consumers abandoned in-store purchases in 
favor of cyber-shopping sprees; when the con-
venience of streaming overtook the experience 
of wandering about a video store; when the 
functionality of smartphones overtook the stat-
ic design of the keyboard-wielding BlackBerry, 
it was the adaptability of these companies that 
was put to the test.

Not their ability to market themselves. Not 
the quality of their customer service. Not the 
strength of its internal operations. No matter the 

But what is AQ? 

degree of competency they displayed in those 
areas, it wouldn’t save them in a rapid-fire 
market that they were not adapting to.”  
(Adapt or Die, Advantage|ForbesBooks)

On the other side of the spectrum, organisa-
tions with a high AQ thrives on change and 
disruption and NEVER rest on their laurels. 
Companies like Apple, Uber, Tesla and Micro-
soft come to mind.

In the 2020 edition of PWC’s Annual Global 
CEO Survey, Spencer Fung, Group CEO of Li & 
Fung, Hong Kong SAR, China, has this to say : 

“I look at the pace of change; I look at the 
uncertainty in geopolitics; I look at the 
massive dislocation and rearrangement 
of global supply chains — there’s no way 
anybody can predict what’s going to hap-
pen in five years...”

This statement was made BEFORE the global 
COVID-19 pandemic, but rings just as true. 
Today, more than ever before, low AQ will spell 
demise.



4
adaptability  
quotient Adaptabi l i ty Quotient Workbook.  2020.  Conceptual ised and developed by Talk2Us

2. GAUGING AQ LEVEL

The AQ of an organisation may be gauged by analysing 
two aspects :

1. The AQ of it’s leadership and staff
2. The change culture of the organisation, or as   
 Talk2Us would like to call it – the organisations’  
 Change Fitness Level

Quick Individual AQ Test
Developed by Nancy Kane from Executive Agenda

Rate each statement using the following rating scale, then add the points to determine your 
adaptability score. 

1 2 3 4 5
NEVER SELDOM REGULAR FREQUENT ALWAYS

Rating Statement

 I think about new and different ways I can accomplish my goals.

 I challenge myself to question what I presume to “know.”

 I am able to shift gears with minimal complaints.

 My core values are clear to me and to my colleagues/members.

 I can readily imagine new uses for old ideas.

 My habit is to reach for help and acknowledge the assistance.

 I like to experiment with new ideas.

 I never fall in love with my wins and proactively seek out the next challenge.

 My failures present opportunities for innovation.

 TOTAL
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Too many leaders in staff scoring below 31, 
should ring alarm bells!

Individual Adaptability Assessment  
Scoring Results

              

One way of looking at an organisation’s Change Fitness Level, is to estimate it’s Change Readiness. 

10-20  Time to retire or get out of the way

21-30  You need help; get a coach or mentor

31-40  You are on your way to being adaptable

41-45  You are change agent material and 
should be mentoring others
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Change Readiness Survey 

1 2 3 4 5
NEVER SELDOM REGULAR FREQUENT ALWAYS

1 2 3 4 5
LEADERSHIP
1.1 Leaders visibly buy into the change
1.2 Leadership has done a good job at communicating WHAT the 
change is about
1.3 Leadership has done a good job at communicating WHY the change 
is necessary
1.4 Leaders have made a strong business case for change

1.5 Staff know what’s in it for them
1.6 Staff have been made ready for the change through appropriate 
training and instruction
1.7 Staff believe that their leaders will support them through the change

1.8 Leaders have a plan on how to measure the success of the change

1.9 Staff will get recognition for supporting the change

1.10 Leaders accept accountability for managing the change

THE ORGANISATION
2.1 There is a culture of scanning the environment for trends and op-
portunities
2.2 There is awareness of mavericks and disruptors and learning is taken 
from them
2.3 The organisation itself is a disruptor

2.4 The organisation can handle change well

2.5 Change initiatives are linked to the organisation’s purpose

2.6 Stakeholders are deeply engaged with about change initiatives

2.7 Changes are operationalised and integrated well 
2.8 The different departments and functions collaborate to facilitate 
change
2.9 Change is celebrated rather than feared
2.10 The organisation is willing to invest in change to remain relevant 
and competitive
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Add up the score for each section (Leadership and Organisation) separately. Divide each of the two 
scores by 10. Plot on the graph.

Change Readiness Survey 

READY FOR LEARNING READY FOR CHANGE

READY FOR RESISTANCE
READY FOR FRUSTRATION
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3. BLOCKAGES AND SOLUTIONS TO  
ORGANISARIONAL AQ

Blockage 1   
no clarity of purpose

PURPOSE is your NORTH STAR, your guiding light – it grounds every 
decision and action in a consistent set of principles. If you are clear 
about WHY you exist as an organisation, you will adapt to any self-
imposed or market-induced change without loosing your footing.   

Without PURPOSE, AQ will be low, because the 
organisation will be uncertain about why and how to adjust 
to change. Change will not have a meaningful context and 
will cause chaos and division – as it is common purpose 
that unites people and gives meaning to all that they do.

When leadership has not 
clearly articulated and  

cascaded the PURPOSE  
of the organisation

When a company  
has lost its WHY

Some companies may have started out with a clear sense of purpose, 
wanting to make the world a better place. As the business grows, as 
leadership changes, and when the founders are no longer around, the 
original reason for being gets diluted. In such an environment, the 
organisation loses its agility and its AQ diminishes – because there is no 
longer clarity on who they are.

The organisation’s ability to adapt to change will be stifled, because 
focusing on WHAT you do, instead of WHY you are doing it, narrows 
your options.  

The organisation that defines themselves as a manufacturer of cars 
(WHAT) vs the one that wants to accelerate the world’s transition 
to sustainable energy (Tesla), has a much lower AQ. If you are a 
manufacturer of cars, and the increasingly environmentally aware 
consumer base starts preferring cleaner modes of transport, you 
options are limited.  On the other hand, if you define yourself by 
a massive transformative purpose, like Tesla does, your reason for 
existence allows you to adapt into any industry, product or service.

When a Company  
describes themselves  

by WHAT they do,  
instead of  

WHY they do it

TIME FOR  
INTROSPECTION…

• Does YOUR organisation have a clearly articulated PURPOSE 
statement? Does it state your reason for existence? Is it inspirational 
and aspirational?

• Think of a change initiative in your organisation. Is it linked to the 
PURPOSE? HOW? In what way does it give meaning to the change?

• Do you know what your personal WHY is?
• Can you find alignment between your personal PURPOSE and that of 

your Company?
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SOLVING BLOCKAGE 1    
FIND YOUR WHY

If your organisation does not have a clearly articulated,    
         well-communicated PURPOSE statement, what   
          process does one follow to identify the reason for a  
          company’s existence?

Uncover your origins1.

Revisit the history of your company. Why was it founded? What did the founders want to accomplish? 
A meaningful reason for existence may become clear from this.

Henry Ford, the founder of Ford Motor Corporation, had a dream 
to manufacture cars that the average American can afford to buy 
and run. From this singular aspirational purpose, the Model T 
Ford was born and automobile ownership was revolutionised and 
transformed for ever. 

To this day, Ford’s corporate mission is “to make people’s lives 
better by making mobility accessible and affordable.”

        Determine your impact2.

Define the transformative or highly meaningful role the organisation plays in the world.  What  
enduring value does your organisation add beyond profit for shareholders? State why your 
organisation’s existence matter.
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Write it down3.

A purpose statement must be inspirational and aspirational – it must give leadership and employees  
a reason to get up every day and pursue it’s realisation. 

A purpose statement must be something that will still be valid 100 years from now. That is what  
makes it a Northstar! 

Here are some examples :
TESLA : “To accelerate the world’s transition to sustainable energy” 

ANGLO AMERICAN : “Re-imagining mining to improve people’s lives” 

EY : “Building a better working world”

SOLVING BLOCKAGE 1    
FIND YOUR WHY

Tell the world4.

For your purpose to have power, it must be known and understood by all your stakeholders and by  
the world you are aiming to impact. 

This is so vital, that you should assign accountability for it, so as to ensure that the Purpose of your 
organisation is at the forefront of all communication, all strategies, all initiatives and all decisions.
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SOLVING BLOCKAGE 1    
FIND YOUR WHY

MASSIVE TRANSFORMATIVE PURPOSE

Exponential organisations take their PURPOSE to the next level. 
They define themselves by an audacious, aspirational reason for 
existence – one that will transform their industry, society or the 
world at large. Here are their distinguishing features : 

• Thinking BIG
• Constantly looking outwardly
• States not what the organisation does, 

but what is aspires to accomplish
• Aim to capture the hearts and minds  

- and imagination and ambitions – of 
ALL stakeholders

• Radical transformation is the name of 
the game

• Declare with sincerity and confidence 
that it intends to achieve near-miracles

Examples (in addition to other mentioned earlier…) 

MICROSOFT: “To empower every person and every organisation on to achieve more”
 
APPLE: “Dedicated to making the best products on earth and to leaving the world better than we 
found it”

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR PURPOSE

The evidence of the business impact of clear and inspiring PURPOSE is mounting :  

• Companies with teams focused on their PURPOSE have growth rates 3x that of those who don’t 
focus on purpose AND 90% of people working in a purpose driven organisation are feeling 
engaged in their work (Korn Ferry, 2017)

• For an increasing number of companies and their employees, the pursuit of profit is no longer 
enough. 90% of executives now recognise the importance of having an ASPIRATIONAL REASON 
FOR BEING, which inspires and provides a call to action for an organisation. (EY, 2018)

• Companies with a clearly articulated PURPOSE are more successful in :
• Expanding geographically
• Changing top leadership
• Launching new products
• Executing mergers and acquisitions
• Engaging in major transformation initiatives
     (EY, 2018)
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BLOCKAGE 2    
THE HUMAN BEING’S AVERSION TO CHANGE

As creatures of habit, human beings often display a low 
AQ. This has got little to do with whether they understand 
or like the change. People resist new ways, because they 
want to protect themselves against the unknown. This is 
the power of our lizard brain…the oldest part of our brains, 
called the amygdala where our fight-ot-flight response 
resides.

“We’ve always done it this way” “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks”

People have emotional connections to 
those who taught them and to the success 
they enjoyed as a consequence. 

No matter how rational and compelling 
the reasons for change might be, this 
emotional attachment to the status quo 
must never be underestimated.

There is a fear people will seldom admit. But 
sometimes, change in organizations necessitates 
changes in skills, and some people will feel that they 
won’t be able to make the transition very well.   
Our fear of failure feeds our aversion to change.
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BLOCKAGE 2    
THE HUMAN BEING’S AVERSION TO CHANGE

Unconvinced stakeholders Change fatigue

Sometimes people genuinely believe 
that the proposed change is a bad idea. 
To ignore them when your people have 
genuine, rational reservations or objections 
will cause a frustrating drag on the 
organisation’s AQ level.

Don’t mistake compliance for acceptance. People 
who are overwhelmed by continuous change resign 
themselves to it and go along with the flow. You have 
them in body, but you do not have their hearts. 

This covert form of low AQ will sabotage the 
organisation’s competitiveness.

SOLVING BLOCKAGE 2   
NEUROLEADERSHIP

Leaders who understand how the human brain functions and who believe that paradigms can be 
changed by working with the power of neuroplasticity, will have a profound impact on lifting the 
AQ of their followers and therefore the organisation. 

The brain likes predictability. When confronted by new information that contradicts prior beliefs 
and ideas, the brain needs to find a way to reconcile that with prior learning. (This is called cogni-
tive conflict). 

Cognitive conflict causes a fight or flight response, which should be anticipated and pre-empted 
by change-savvy leadership. The brain is elastic – so it’s willingness and ability to adapt to the new 
van be influenced by using brain-compatible strategies : 

• Autonomy in a change situation – the ability to give input and make choices – will radically 
elevate AQ.

• Emotional connection is the most powerful mechanism of eliciting buy-in.
• Self reflection must be built into the change process, as it is a higher level brain function which 

will encourage adaptation.
• The brain (and heart) wants purpose. Feed it purpose and you will accelerate adaptation and 

progress!
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BLOCKAGE 3    
HUBRIS

In 2001, Jim Collins published the well-know business book 
“Good to Great” wherein he examined the performance of 
a number of companies of a period of 40 years. He found 
11 of those because truly great companies and his book 
analyses what makes a good company become great.

Then, in 2009, he published “How the Mighty Fall” wherein he wanted to un-
derstand why some leading companies (some of which he examined in “Good 
to Great”, fall into decline. He identified the first stage of decline as HUBRIS – a 
Greek word which describes a state of extreme foolish pride and dangerous 
over-confidence, which inevitably leads to complacency. 

STORIES…HUBRIS – A  
CAUTIONARY TALE OF  

DEMISE THE TITANIC

“The Titanic is often thought of as a real-
world example of hubris. It was described it as 
“practically unsinkable,” and this may have led to 
overconfidence on the part of its captain. Many 
people believe that the ship was steered heedlessly, 
and that the crew were not careful enough about 
the icebergs floating near them. In addition, the 
ship was designed without enough lifeboat space, 
so many of its passengers were doomed to drown 
when it sank.”

When leaders become blinded by success (like what happened with Nokia and Xerox), the company falls 
into a state of low AQ, because they believe that they “have arrived” and are no longer vigilant and agile.
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BLOCKAGE 3    
HUBRIS
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SOLVING BLOCKAGE 3   
BUILD A CHANGE-FIT ORGANISATION

Change Awareness

Change aware organisations assign accountability for environmental 
scanning and trend analysis. They institutionalise regular, in-depth 
review of such information and data and have deliberate processes for 
building responses into their business strategies.
Furthermore, they take care to not fall into the trap of what Harvard 
Business Review calls false knowns, in other words, questionable, 
firmly held assumptions. They avoid this by conducting regular 
strategy reviews (often facilitated by objective outsiders), where they 
revisit the assumptions upon which they built their business models, 
product offerings and customer relations.

Change-fit companies do not go into shock, paralysis or denial 
in the face of change. They ensure that they adopt sound change 
leadership processes and that they equip leaders to manage it.

 Change Reaction

Change  
Inclination

In a high AQ company, the omni-presence of change is recognised and 
embraced. Leadership is expected to ask questions of what and why on 
a regular basis. Are there external changes and trends that the business 
should be cognisant of? How and when should the business react? Are 
there opportunities the business should explore or take the lead in? 

When change is implemented, leadership ensures that there is always a 
direct link with organisational purpose. 

Leaders are able to muster support for change efforts among their 
followers, through using the appropriate communication mechanisms and 
messages.

It is impossible for a Change-Fit organisation to get caught in the trap of HUBRIS. 

Here are SIX competencies for change-fitness :

1. 

2.

3. 

Research shows that 70% to 80% of change initiatives fail on 
execution. In a change-fit company, leadership is able to mobilise 
their people to operationalise change. They convert change goals 
into executable action plans, assign accountability, determine 
success measures and track progress through a cadence of report 
back meetings.

Change Execution

4.
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SOLVING BLOCKAGE 3   
BUILD A CHANGE-FIT ORGANISATION

Change Regard

An AQ high organisation has a positive relationship with change. 
Leadership views change as growth, as opportunity and often as 
survival. 

People are recognised and rewarded for change as a matter of course. 

Personal growth and improved self esteem through change is sought 
after.  

Classical change theory determines that change needs to 
be solidified if it is to become the ‘new normal’. 

Companies that have a culture of accountability for 
targeted outcomes and who measure and account for 
those outcomes, are able to sustain and perpetuate 
change. 

Furthermore, they do not hesitate to invest in new 
processes/ systems to support change.

6. Change Perpetuation

5. 

6.
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1 2 3 4 5
NEVER SELDOM REGULAR FREQUENT ALWAYS

CHANGE AWARENESS
We do enviro-scanning and 
trend analysis to keep the finger 
on the pulse
We adapt to trends proactively
CHANGE REACTION
We have a specific, structured 
change management process in 
place
CHANGE INCLINATION
We welcome change in this 
organisation
We are a first mover
Any change is always linked to 
our Purpose
Our leasers are able to convince 
staff to accept change
CHANGE EXECUTION
The business handles change 
well
Leaders accept accountability 
for the success of change initia-
tives
CHANGE REGARD
People are rewarded if they 
support and participate in 
change programmes
Change is an opportunity for 
our people to grow
CHANGE PERPETUATION
When we implement changes, 
we make sure that our proce-
dures and systems will support 
it

HOW WELL DOES YOUR ORGANISATION DO IN A CHANGE FITNESS TEST? 

SOLVING BLOCKAGE 3   
BUILD A CHANGE-FIT ORGANISATION
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Too often, leaders assume that their people will automatically comply 
with change. They believe that their job is to TELL, not to SELL.  

Boards and Exco’s in turn take it for granted that leaders have the skills 
to lead and manage change. 

Change, like communication, does not happen without deliberate, 
structured effort. Many companies do not consider this and are in the 
end unable to get their plans and strategies on the ground. 

This is a sure sign of a low AQ organisation.

Weak Communication WIIFM

When leadership does not understand 
their responsibility for getting a clear 
message about strategy/change across 
and they merely assume that everyone will 
comply…adaptation quotient declines.

No emotional connection, no sustainable adaptation. 
The human brain accepts change when there is 
engagement, participation and a clear “what’s in it for 
me”

BLOCKAGE 4   
DON’T KNOW HOW

Not building capacity

Poor execution

How do you expect me to adapt to new 
systems, processes, technologies without 
capacitating me?

Nothing will come of the plan without a roadmap, 
milestones, MEASURABLES, accountability, report back. 

What does success look like?

When you aim at nothing, you will hit it! 

Change plans come to naught in the absence of a  
clear, measurable outcome which must be defined  
UP FRONT. 
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SOLVING BLOCKAGE 4   
LEARN-CHANGE-GROW – TALK2US CHANGE LEADERSHIP PROGRAMME

By taking the team through a well-structured programme, that attends to all the 
phases below, the desired change outcomes are attainable. The context is however 
just as important – the level of Change Fitness of the organisation (see the solution  
to Blockage 3 above).

WE WANT TO 
• Creating engagement
• Make the change relevant : WIIFM?
• Anticipate objections
• Resistance management plan
• Support 

WE ACT 
• Guide Change Implementation
• Launch
• Support
• Celebrate quick wins

WE WANT TO 
• Awareness : What? Why? When?
• The business case for change
• The link to PURPOSE
• The Change theme 

WE CAN
• Training Removing obstacles to change
• Develop a change support structure

WE COUNT
• Create accountability
• Measure, evaluate, tune
• Institutionalise : processes, appraisals,  

organigrams, roles
• Feedback, follow up
• Recognition & Reward
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4. CONCLUSION  
LEARN-CHANGE-GROW – TALK2US CHANGE LEADERSHIP PROGRAMME

The ability of organisations to adapt to the current-day, 
rapid-fire change environment – their ADAPTABILITY 
QUOTIENT – is by far the most important trait for survival 
and growth. 

AQ is severally hampered by FOUR common blockages in organisations : 

1. NO CLARITY OF PURPOSE
2. THE HUMAN BEING’S AVERSION TO CHANGE
3. HUBRIS
4. DON’T KNOW HOW

Leadership should assign accountability at C-Suite level, for identifying AQ blockages and design-
ing solutions. 

The whole C-Suite however, as well as all their reports, should be made accountable for Change 
Leadership. The ability of leaders to communicate effectively and to lead and manage change 
SHOULD NOT BE TAKEN FOR GRANTED. High AQ companies have learnt that building a  
change-fit organisation and change-fit leaders is a job NEVER DONE.  

It is a perpetual process of evolution.

“In the long history of humankind (and animal kind, too) those 
who learned to collaborate and improvise most effectively have 
prevailed.” – Charles Darwin
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SETTING THE SCENE 

1. C O M P R E H E N D

C O N T E X T U A L I S E

C O N V E R S E

C O N N E C T

2.

4.
3.

S E T T I N G  T H E  S C E N E II


