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Abstract

Purpose: Individual adaptability has been proposed as a source of adaptive performance. This is an increasingly important performance dimension in dynamic contexts. Mindfulness has been demonstrated to improve dimensions of performance and well-being in the workplace, but the underlying mechanisms of this relationship are not well understood. Addressing this gap, the study hypothesised a link between mindfulness and individual adaptability in dynamic work contexts.

Design/methodology/approach: One hundred and ninety-eight individuals in dynamic work contexts completed a self-rating survey that measured mindfulness and a multifactor measure of individual adaptability. These data were then analysed to test the hypotheses developed.

Findings/results: A significant positive relationship was found between mindfulness and five dimensions of adaptability (work-stress adaptability, uncertainty adaptability, crisis adaptability, creative problem-solving adaptability and learning adaptability). Interpersonal and cultural adaptability were not found to correlate with mindfulness.

Practical implications: This study demonstrates that mindfulness is not simply a stress management skill but is correlated with key aspects of adaptability such as learning and problem-solving. The findings suggest it may be possible to enhance individual adaptability through Mindfulness-Based Interventions and thus support adaptive performance.

Originality/value: This study is original in examining the relationship between mindfulness and individual adaptability in the workplace. This study highlights how different methods of operationalising mindfulness can lead to different conclusions. It points to the value of broader measures of mindfulness that capture attitudinal dimensions. In addition, as few studies on mindfulness in African contexts have been performed, this study broadens the research contexts in which mindfulness is understood.
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Introduction

Dynamic work contexts arise from technological advances, globalisation and changing customer preferences which create opportunities but can outpace traditional approaches to change (Kotter, 2012), threaten the sustainability of firms (Teece, 2007) and polarise the labour market (Autor, 2015). The global spread of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has accelerated organisational uncertainty (Stephens et al., 2020) and illustrated how quickly workplace dynamics can change (Venkatesh, 2020).

Ongoing, bottom-up adaptation by workers and managers, rather than top-down intervention, has been proposed as one response to dynamic work contexts (Wee & Taylor, 2018). Individual adaptability, the ability of individuals to initiate or respond to change (Baard, Rench, & Kozlowski, 2014; Ployhart & Bliese, 2006) is an important microfoundation of dynamic capability. Developing it can support sustainable organisational competitiveness in such contexts (Helfat & Peteraf, 2015; Ployhart & Moliterno, 2011).

The antecedents of individual adaptability are not well understood (Huang, Ryan, Zabel, & Palmer, 2014). There is evidence for the role of meta-awareness, resilience, positive affect and pro-social behaviour as some of the potential sources (Jundt, Shoss, & Huang, 2015). Mindfulness has been found to promote meta-awareness, resilience, positive affect and pro-social behaviour, suggesting a link to adaptability. The contribution of this study is to investigate the relationship between mindfulness and individual adaptability.

Mindfulness has been defined as ‘awareness that emerges through paying attention on purpose, in the present moment, and nonjudgmentally’ (Kabat-Zinn, 2003, p. 145). A secular form of mindfulness, inspired by Buddhist practices, has emerged (Lindahl, Fisher, Cooper, Rosen, & Britton, 2017) and has been a subject of academic study for 40 years. This was initially in the clinical, neuroscientific and psychological fields, but more recently in organisational science, leadership and management (Good et al., 2016).

Mindfulness has been found to be beneficial as part of programmes to manage stress and pain (Kabat-Zinn, 2003), depression and anxiety (Segal, Williams, Teasdale, & Gemar, 2002) and addiction (Brewer et al., 2009). Mindfulness has also been demonstrated to increase positive affect, pro-social behaviour, physical health and cognition in healthy individuals (Brown, Ryan, & Creswell, 2007). Workplace studies have found that mindfulness can improve performance and well-being in individuals (Dane & Brummel, 2014; Lomas et al., 2017; Lyddy, Good, Bolino, Thompson, & Stephens, in press; Mesmer-Magnus, Manapragada, Viswesvaran, & Allen, 2017; Montani, Dagenais-Desmarais, Giorgi, & Grégoire, 2018).

As a result of its association with meta-awareness, resilience, positive affect and pro-social behaviour, it is possible that mindfulness is related to individual adaptability and therefore supports adaptive performance. Mindfulness may also mitigate some of the negative impact of the demand for constant adaptation in the workplace by increasing resilience to change and improving the stress response (Braun, Hayes, DeMuth, & Taran, 2017; Lomas et al., 2017).

Individuals appear to have different levels of trait mindfulness (Brown & Ryan, 2003); however, mindfulness is an inherent state of human awareness, which can be experienced without any special training or technique. Mindfulness can also be developed through certain practices and its effects have been found to continue after an intervention (Crane et al., 2017; Singer & Engert, 2019).

Mindfulness may enable individual adaptability. The demand for adaptability can place a great deal of stress on employees and negatively impact their performance and sense of well-being (Braun et al., 2017; Cullen, Edwards, Casper, & Gue, 2014). It is estimated that between five and eight percent of total United States (US) health care costs and up to 120 000 annual deaths are because of workplace stress (Goh, Pfeffer, & Zenios, 2016). More than 50% of all sick days in the United Kingdom are now ascribed to poor mental health (Lomas et al., 2017).

Individual adaptability in the face of continuous change therefore represents an opportunity and threat to both firms and employees. There is a pressing need to develop the theory and practice of individual adaptability in a way that is sustainable for both firms and employees.

Adaptive performance (Allworth & Hesketh, 1999; Griffin, Neal, & Parker, 2007) is now recognised as a dimension of performance alongside task and context performance (Bergman, Donovan, Drasgow, Overton, & Henning, 2008; Motowidlo, Borman, & Schmit, 1997). Adaptive performance has been described using an eight-dimensional taxonomy of behaviours that characterise adaptation (Pulakos, Arad, Donovan, & Plamondon, 2000).

Ployhart and Bliese (2006) proposed individual adaptability as a composite variable which can be used to predict adaptive performance and which mediates the effects of individual differences. They also proposed a second-order factor structure for individual adaptability that accounts for the eight behavioural dimensions of adaptive performance (Jundt et al., 2015). Of these second-order abilities, seven are relevant to the present research: work-stress adaptability; crisis adaptability; uncertainty adaptability; learning adaptability; problem-solving adaptability; inter-personal adaptability; and cultural adaptability (Ployhart & Bliese, 2006).

This is the first study to look at the relationship between mindfulness and individual adaptability. This is a relevant contribution given the uncertain, dynamic nature of work contexts today.

Literature review

Mindfulness in the workplace

Mindfulness is a state of awareness that is valued in the contemplative traditions of many religions (Brown et al., 2007). However, the primary source for modern mindfulness comes from the Buddhist canon (Bishop et al., 2004; Kabat-Zinn, 2003). Through a process of interaction over several generations, many of these Buddhist traditions have begun to be practiced and taught beyond their geographical and religious origins. Out of this process, both a ‘Western’ Buddhist tradition and a secular or scientific approach to the practice and the study of mindfulness have developed (Lindahl et al., 2017). The number of scientific papers about mindfulness published per year has increased from about 100 in the year 2000 to over a thousand in the year 2015 (Van Dam et al., 2018).

Mindfulness training is now conducted in business schools (King & Badham, 2020; Kuechler & Stedham, 2018), organisations such as Google and Apple (Glomb, Duffy, Bono, & Yang, 2011) and even the US Army (Jha, Stanley, Kiyonaga, Wong, & Gelfand, 2010). The initial focus of mindfulness studies was in the fields of medicine, psychology and neuroscience; however, there has been a recent surge of interest from management, organisational and leadership researchers (Johnson, Park, & Chaudhuri, 2020; Good et al., 2016; Hyland, Andrew Lee, & Mills, 2015; Montani et al., 2018). It is within this scientific approach to mindfulness in work settings that the present research is situated.

Scholars of mindfulness have discerned two conceptual constituents (attention and attitude; Bishop et al., 2004) or three operational mechanisms (intention, attention and attitude; Shapiro, Carlson, Astin, & Freedman, 2006). Another common characterisation of the mindful state is as experiential and non-attached, rather than narrative, conceptual and ego-driven (Brown et al., 2007). Mindfulness is not synonymous with meditation which can take many forms unrelated to mindfulness. Mindfulness describes a non-discriminating, open quality of awareness (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014).

Importantly, mindfulness is a natural state of mind that can be increased through certain practices (Crane et al., 2017) and these effects may continue after training. In other words, mindfulness is not only a temporary state, nor is it a fixed trait, limited to certain individuals. Rather it is a trait-like skill that can be taught and developed. Pre-existing trait-level mindfulness can be increased to a new stable level through practice. Neuroplasticity, including changes in the structure and function of regions of the brain involved in attention, emotional regulation and self-awareness, such as the amygdala and the pre-frontal cortex, may underpin this ‘trainable’ aspect of mindfulness (Tang, Hölzel, & Posner, 2015).

Mindfulness is defined in the management literature as a state of awareness where there is increased stability, control and efficiency of attention, which improves regulation of functional dimensions – cognition, emotion, physiology and behaviour, with positive impacts on aspects of performance, well-being and interpersonal relationships (Good et al., 2016). This unidimensional definition of mindfulness (focussing on attention) is operationalised by the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS; Brown & Ryan, 2003). It does not include the ‘attitudinal’ or ‘intentional’ dimensions emphasised in other literatures (Bishop et al., 2004; Crane et al., 2017; Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Shapiro et al., 2006). Given the broad support for MAAS in empirical studies of mindfulness, this scale was selected along with Good et al.’s (2016) framework for the study.

Mindfulness has been found to help manage chronic pain (Kabat-Zinn, 1982), and prevent depression relapse (Segal et al., 2002). It is used in other therapeutic modalities such as acceptance and commitment therapy and dialectical behaviour therapy (Brown et al., 2007). People who score higher on mindfulness tests report higher levels of subjective well-being and lower levels of emotional turbulence (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Mindfulness is also associated with better physical health, including better sleep (Hülsheger, Walkowiak, & Thommes, 2018). It is also linked to the inclination to exercise more, less avoidance of health issues and reduced self-medication with drugs and alcohol (Hue & Lau, 2015).

There is a growing body of evidence from workplace studies that mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs) can reduce mental health problems in the workplace (e.g. stress, burnout, anxiety and anger) and enhance measures of well-being, including resilience and job satisfaction (Lomas et al., 2017; Spinelli, Wisener, & Khoury, 2019). Mindfulness has also been found to enhance work relationships, perhaps through increased empathy and ability to create distance from ego-centred thought processes and narrative-style sense-making (Brown et al., 2007). Most recent research supports a positive link between mindfulness and workplace performance. In a 2017 review of empirical studies of mindfulness, specifically in the workplace, 37 out of 43 longitudinal studies found evidence for an improvement in performance after an MBI, whilst 17 cross-sectional, non-intervention studies found a positive association between mindfulness and performance (Lomas et al., 2017).

There is less agreement on which aspects of performance are improved. The same article listed 26 different measures of performance improvements across the various studies reviewed (Lomas et al., 2017). However, some authors have attempted to hone in on a more definitive list of performance dimensions. In a 2016 integrative review of existing empirical research, mindfulness was found to impact four performance aspects: improved job and task performance, more ethical and pro-social behaviour, less deviance and better attention to safety issues (Good et al., 2016). In a review of thousands of mindfulness studies, mindfulness was found to have four benefits that are relevant to individual performance in the workplace: stronger focus, staying calmer under stress, better memory and good corporate citizenship (Goleman & Davidson, 2017). Mindfulness has also been linked to intrinsic motivation in the workplace (Donald et al., 2020).

Recent work has also distinguished mindfulness from other constructs with positive workplace implications. A study of workers in the service industry found that in dynamic work environments, mindfulness facilitates job performance independent of engagement. Mindfulness was also found to be negatively related with intention to turnover (Dane & Brummel, 2014). Mindfulness may also have specific leadership benefits (King & Badham, 2020; Roche, Haar, & Luthans, 2014) over and above general workplace performance. In a 2017 Australian study of 84 senior managers, those with higher mindfulness were found to score higher on core leadership, self-mastery skills and also on leadership organisational-transformation measures, as rated by their immediate managers (King & Haar, 2017).

Individual adaptability in dynamic contexts

The resource-based view of the firm holds that organisations create competitive advantage by developing distinctive capabilities (Wernerfelt, 1984). However, increasing competition, globalisation, the rate of technological change and consumer access to information are constantly eroding this advantage. This forces firms to adapt at an increasing rate. Dynamic capabilities are required to constantly innovate and remain competitive (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). Organisations need to select, train, develop and performance-manage individuals in such a way as to create and nurture the microfoundations of these dynamic capabilities (Helfat & Peteraf, 2015; Teece, 2007). Alignment is required between the capabilities and performance of individuals, and desired organisational outcomes in dynamic contexts (Ployhart & Moliterno, 2011). This study examined the individual performance elements of dynamic capabilities. For this reason, job performance and individual adaptability are substantively discussed next. After this, the key variables of individual adaptability are discussed in the hypothesis development section.

Job performance theory holds that performance can be measured as the aggregate of all behaviour relevant to organisational objectives (Campbell, 1990). Importantly, this theory of job performance focusses on behaviour, rather than results, because there are other factors that may affect organisational results which are not related to an individual’s performance. The theory also distinguishes between behaviours that support and those that impede the organisation from achieving its objectives (Campbell, McCloy, Oppler, & Sager, 1993). Motowidlo et al. (1997) examined the relationship between individual differences (such as personality and cognitive ability) and performance and found that there is not a direct relationship. Rather the influence of individual differences on performance is mediated by other variables such as knowledge and skills. Campbell et al. (1993) found a similar pattern and listed the mediating variables as declarative knowledge, procedural knowledge, skill and motivation. These findings can be summarised as follows: individual differences → mediating variable → job performance.

Other theorists distinguish between two dimensions of job performance – task performance and contextual performance – on the basis that the antecedents of these two dimensions (the individual differences and mediating variables) were not the same (Motowidlo & Van Scotter, 1994). Task performance includes behaviours to carry out the technical content of the work to be carried out, such as sales or administration, whilst contextual performance included behaviours that are responsive to the interpersonal, cultural and structural dynamics in the organisation (Motowidlo et al., 1997). It is argued that task performance is largely predicted by cognitive ability, whilst contextual performance is largely predicted by personality. Later empirical studies supported Motowidlo’s theory of the differences between task and contextual performance (e.g. Bergman et al., 2008). This distinction between performance dimensions based on their antecedents is crucial in developing our argument.

Similar to the argument for discriminating between task and contextual performance, it has been reasoned that the need for continuous adaptation by individuals to dynamic job requirements requires a third performance dimension, adaptive performance (Allworth & Hesketh, 1999; Griffin et al., 2007). Adaptive performance can be defined as ‘performance-directed behaviors individuals enact in response to, or anticipation of, changes relevant to job-related tasks’ (Jundt et al., 2015, p. S55). It is predicated on a specific set of individual differences (personality and cognitive abilities) and, like task and contextual performance, may be mediated by specific variables.

Pulakos et al. (2000) used a critical incident technique to develop an eight-dimension taxonomy that defined the adaptive performance requirements of jobs. These performance dimensions were as follows: handling work stress; handling crisis or emergency situations; dealing with uncertain or unpredictable work situations; learning work tasks, technologies and procedures; solving problems creatively; demonstrating inter-personal adaptability; demonstrating cultural adaptability and demonstrating physically orientated adaptability. The ‘job adaptability index’ was also developed by the same team – this was a measure designed for self-reporting and supervisor rating of adaptive performance behaviours. This was a useful tool for performance management; however, it did not allow researchers to examine the sources of adaptive performance, as required for staff selection and training.

This study is focussed on examining such predictors of adaptive performance that lie in the individual differences between and within individuals, and other antecedents of adaptive performance (Allworth & Hesketh, 1999; LePine, Hollenbeck, Ilgen, & Hedlund, 1997; Ployhart & Bliese, 2006). To distinguish these antecedents of adaptive behaviour from performance per se, reviewers of the literature, including Baard et al. (2014) and Jundt et al. (2015), have encouraged researchers to distinguish individual adaptability (an individual differences construct that predicts behaviour) from adaptive performance (a dimension of job performance which is a set of relevant behaviours).

Ployhart and Bliese (2006) developed the individual adaptability theory (I-ADAPT theory) and the individual adaptability measure (I-ADAPT-M) to describe and measure the individual differences that could predict adaptive performance along Pulakos’s eight dimensions. Ployhart defined individual adaptability as representing ‘an individual’s ability, skill, disposition, willingness and/or motivation, to change or fit different task, social and environmental features’ (p. 13). The I-ADAPT theory holds that individual adaptability is a higher order construct with eight lower-order dimensions: work-stress adaptability; crisis adaptability; uncertainty adaptability; learning adaptability; problem-solving adaptability; inter-personal adaptability; cultural adaptability and physical adaptability. These dimensions and key research around their nature are discussed in the hypothesis development section. Adaptability emerges from a set of more distal knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics (KSAOs) that most contribute to adaptability, creating a ‘composite KSAO’, individual adaptability. These KSAOs (Krumm, Kanthak, Hartmann, & Hertel, 2016) include cognitive ability, personal traits, preferences and stress and coping skills. Each adaptability sub-dimension is a mixture of different KSAOs, in different proportions. For example, the model predicts emotional stability to be more strongly related to crisis adaptability than to learning adaptability (Ployhart & Bliese, 2006).

In this study, mindfulness was proposed as one such KSAO, and the study tested this empirically by examining the relationships between mindfulness and seven of the sub-dimensions of adaptability. Physical adaptability was excluded as it was not considered a relevant characteristic of office workers in dynamic work environments, and was actually developed to measure the ability of soldiers and other government agents to adjust to harsh fieldwork. Ployhart and Bliese’s (2006) proposed latent factor structure for individual adaptability has only been tested empirically in one study, with inconclusive results (Hamtiaux, Houssemand, & Vrignaud, 2013), and this study therefore also examined this second-order construct and explored its relationship with mindfulness. The key hypotheses were developed after examining the literature on mindfulness.

Hypothesis development

The literature review discussed previously shows that mindfulness and individual adaptability are important dimensions of adaptive performance and that adaptive performance is key to dynamic capabilities at the firm level. In addition, the review has demonstrated that individual adaptability and mindfulness may be related. The literature review identifies this as a crucial gap in the current scholarship. More specifically, a set of seven individual-level adaptability variables may be linked with mindfulness. These potential relationships are tested empirically in this study. Each of these variables is discussed in detail next, followed by the relevant proposed hypothesis. Work-stress adaptability is characterised by resilience under time pressure, high workload or difficult circumstances and by the ability to exhibit constructive behaviours, such as resisting, overreacting or blaming others under pressure (Braun et al., 2017; Ployhart & Bliese, 2006). By decoupling an individual’s sense of identity from an experience (e.g. a verbal attack by a hostile customer), mindfulness may be able to increase work-stress adaptability in individuals (Brown et al., 2007). Mindfulness may reduce emotional reactivity to negative events (Hülsheger, Alberts, Feinholdt, & Lang, 2013). Further, mindfulness may shorten the lifecycle of emotions, reducing the time taken for an emotion to peak and return to baseline (Siegel, 2010). It is therefore proposed that:


H1: Mindfulness is positively related to work-stress adaptability.



Crisis adaptability refers to the ability to handle emergency situations appropriately, including identifying the issue and reacting swiftly, as well as remaining calm and focussed in an emergency (Jundt et al., 2015). Mindfulness has been associated with greater equanimity when faced with unpleasant or challenging events, and the ability to remain engaged without excessive reactivity (Lomas et al., 2017). Mindfulness may also assist with the physiological reaction to a crisis, for example, in regulating blood pressure (Brown et al., 2007). The ability to focus during a crisis, and allocate attention efficiently at will, is also a noticeable quality of more mindful individuals (Lyddy & Good, 2017). It is therefore proposed that:


H2: Mindfulness is positively related to crisis adaptability.



Uncertainty adaptability is the ability to remain effective in ambiguous or changing situations; to be able to make decisions without having the full picture and being able to change course if necessary (Cullen et al., 2014). Dane’s (2011) contingency theory of mindfulness explained the role of mindfulness in widening attentional breadth, which may be valuable for experts in novel situations, especially in dynamic environments. By stabilising attention and increasing cognitive flexibility, it is possible that mindfulness has a buffering effect which protects performance from environmental changes and discontinuity (Jha et al., 2015). It is therefore proposed that:


H3: Mindfulness is positively related to uncertainty adaptability.



Learning adaptability is characterised by enthusiasm for and pro-active seeking out of new knowledge and training in new processes, technology or job requirements. It also suggests a capacity to learn new skills and tasks (Bohle Carbonell, Könings, Segers, & Van Merriënboer, 2016; Le Pine, Colquitt, & Erez, 2000). Mindfulness may be related to learning: There is evidence that it is positively related to greater working memory capacity (Jha et al., 2010; Ruocco & Direkoglu, 2013) and to increased fluid intelligence and cognitive flexibility (Good et al., 2016). The relationship between mindfulness and self-regulation (Glomb et al., 2011) may also enable reflective learning where mindfulness enables conscious choice of new behaviours over mindless automatic responses, producing more adaptive outcomes. It is therefore proposed that:


H4: Mindfulness is positively related to learning adaptability.



Problem-solving adaptability involves the ability to use fresh perspectives and integrative approaches to solve problems creatively and to generate novel solutions. Individuals with this ability are able to use limited resources and think ‘outside the box’ to find solutions where others might not (Baard et al., 2014; Good, 2014). Mindfulness has been linked to creativity and divergent and convergent thinking (Colzato, Ozturk, & Hommel, 2012), as well as insight problem solving (Ostafin & Kassman, 2012). The mechanisms at work are likely the broad attentional breadth of mindfulness and the ability to let go of previous concepts and emotions (Kabat-Zinn, 2003). Mindful individuals may also be more likely to work past obstacles and to set challenging goals (Glomb et al., 2011), and a link has been found between mindfulness and fluid intelligence (Lyddy & Good, 2017). It is therefore proposed that:


H5: Mindfulness is positively related to problem-solving adaptability.



Interpersonal adaptability is the ability of individuals to be flexible and open-minded when working with a diverse range of other people; to be open to feedback from others and develop good working relationships (Ployhart & Bliese, 2006; Pulakos et al., 2000). Some theoretical conceptions of mindfulness include an empathetic attitudinal component (Bishop et al., 2004; Crane et al., 2017; Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Shapiro et al., 2006). Empirical research suggests that mindfulness can improve interpersonal relationships via enhanced empathy and better regulation of emotions (Hülsheger et al., 2013) and behaviour (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2017). Mindful individuals have been found to be less judgmental of others and more charismatic (Glomb et al., 2011). These positive outcomes are seen at both the dyadic level, for example, in relationships between supervisors and team members and also within teams through improved communication quality, relationship quality and empathy (King & Haar, 2017). It is therefore proposed that:


H6: Mindfulness is positively related to inter-personal adaptability.



Cultural adaptability includes the ability or inclination to try to understand or learn about people or groups from different cultures. It could also include taking active steps to adjust behaviours or appearances to fit in or comply with different cultural norms, and an understanding of the implications of one’s actions for people from different cultures (Huang et al., 2014). The aspects of mindfulness already mentioned regarding inter-personal adaptability are likely to pertain to cultural adaptability: enhanced empathy, and better regulations of emotions and behaviour. In addition, some mindfulness scholars have advanced the concept of ‘interbeing’ in which mindfulness reduces the social and cultural barriers between people (King & Badham, 2020). It is therefore proposed that:


H7: Mindfulness is positively related to cultural adaptability.



The I-ADAPT theory proposes individual adaptability as a second-order factor that has as its lower dimensions the factors mentioned in the previous hypotheses and is defined as ‘an individual’s ability, skill, disposition, willingness, and/or motivation to change or fit different task, social, and environmental features’. The theory also holds that individual adaptability is determined by a composite set of KSAOs that include cognitive ability, certain personality traits, preferences and stress and coping skills (Ployhart & Bliese, 2006). It is proposed that mindfulness is a distal KSAO that impacts individual adaptability, because of its effects on the functional domains of cognition, emotion, behaviour and physiology (Good et al., 2016). In addition to the hypotheses regarding the sub-dimensions of individual adaptability, it is therefore also proposed that:


H8: Individual adaptability is a latent second-order construct with sub-dimensions, and is positively related to mindfulness.



Method

Participants and procedures

This was a cross-sectional study to test the proposed hypotheses. Data were collected from 198 respondents using an online questionnaire. Participants who met the criteria of working in a dynamic context were approached by email, LinkedIn and Facebook. In total 2194 individuals were approached, producing 255 responses and 198 qualified responses. The overall response rate was 12% and the completion rate was 87%. Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants included in the study. Ethical guidelines provided by the university were strictly followed.

The sample was diverse in terms of gender, age and tenure: 56% were female and one respondent was transgender; they ranged in age from under 30 (11%), 30–39 (53%) and 40–49 (27%), to 50 years and older (10%); 25% had been with their organisation for less than 2 years, 30% between 2 and 5 years and 23% from 6 to 9 years. Participants held a variety of levels of seniority: 23% were specialists, 15% were senior specialists, 18% were junior managers, 21% were senior managers, 9% were heads of department and 16% were executives.

In terms of where the sample was drawn from, 35% were employees of a South African Internet video-streaming company facing an aggressive market entrant and undergoing a restructure. Twenty-six percent were executive MBA (Master of Business Administration) students juggling full-time work and study at a South African university. A further group (39%) worked in highly dynamic work contexts in South Africa where disruption and change were the norm – these industries included telecom, financial services, digital advertising and media.

In terms of their workplace location, although not specifically asked for in the survey, it was expected that most of the employees worked at an office rather than at home. They were not expected to be teleworking. This research was undertaken before the COVID-19 pandemic and the disruptions that occurred to established working routines. In the future, the impact of these disruptions at the emergence of wider work-from-home routines should be studied.

Measures

Mindfulness

The MAAS (Brown, & Ryan, 2003), a 15-question instrument, was used to measure mindfulness (a = 0.89). Respondents say how often they experience each statement, using a six-point Likert scale, where high scores reflect more mindfulness. The psychometric reliability and validity of the MAAS have been proven through exploratory factor analysis and confirmatory factor analysis (Brown & Ryan, 2003). With more than 5000 citations, MAAS is by far the most cited measure of mindfulness (Van Dam et al., 2018). It is recommended for measuring mindfulness in the workplace in a comprehensive review of studies by the Journal of Management (Good et al., 2016).

Individual adaptability

An adapted version of the I-ADAPT-M scale (Ployhart & Bliese, 2006) was used to measure seven aspects of individual adaptability: work-stress adaptability (α = 0.80); crisis adaptability (α = 0.79); uncertainty adaptability (α = 0.64); learning adaptability (α = 0.81); problem-solving adaptability (α = 0.78); interpersonal adaptability (α = 0.74) and cultural adaptability (α = 0.75). The I-ADAPT-M scale includes questions such as ‘I enjoy learning new approaches for conducting work’, and uses a six-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). The I-ADAPT-M is based on a thoroughly developed theoretical model which relates trait adaptability to individual performance in dynamic environments. The authors of the I-ADAPT-M have demonstrated construct validity (Ployhart & Bliese, 2006). Two studies have demonstrated the reliability and validity of subsets of the scale, and found it to predict job satisfaction and performance (Baard et al., 2014). However, the I-ADAPT as a whole has only been empirically tested in one other study of which the authors are aware (Hamtiaux et al., 2013).

Ethical considerations

This research project was conducted after receiving ethical clearance from the Ethics Committee of the Gordon Institute of Business Science, University of Pretoria. The ethical clearance process was followed by researchers and an ethical clearance letter was provided on 17 August 2018.

Results

Our study confirmed hypotheses H1 to H5 and rejected hypotheses H6 and H7. It also rejected hypothesis H8. As the data did not exhibit univariate normality, the models were estimated with the MLM estimator, a maximum likelihood parameter within the MPlus statistical modelling program that is robust to non-normality (Muthén & Muthén, 2017). The estimates for the paths in the model are reported (Table 1). Mindfulness explained the variance in work-stress adaptability (0.44), uncertainty adaptability (0.28), crisis adaptability (0.25) and problem-solving adaptability (0.23), all p < 0.01. Mindfulness was also positively related to learning adaptability (0.19, p < 0.05). There was no significant relationship between mindfulness and inter-personal adaptability or cultural adaptability.
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Prior to testing the structural model, sufficient evidence was found for construct reliability and validity in the measurement model. After initial tests of the measurement model, several items were removed which had factor loadings less than 0.6. The re-estimated measurement model fitted the data well. Composite reliability and Cronbach’s alpha scores were >0.7 for all variables, except uncertainty adaptability (Table 2). However, removing indicators did not increase reliability further in uncertainty adaptability and the average variance explained (AVE) was acceptable. Three dimensions of adaptability had marginal AVE results.
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By examining the square root of the AVE and by using Satorra–Bentler chi-square difference, adequate discriminant validity was found for all the constructs.

To test hypothesis H8, first the factor structure for the individual adaptability construct was determined. Two measurement models were estimated and their Bayesian information criterion (BIC) values were compared. Bayesian information criterion takes into account the balance between fit and complexity; hence, the model with the lowest BIC is considered to be the best (Van de Schoot, Lugtig, & Hox, 2012). The first measurement model (BIC = 11 206.413) estimated individual adaptability as a second-order reflective construct with seven underlying dimensions as indicators of individual adaptability. In contrast, the second measurement model (BIC = 11 186.489) estimated the aforementioned seven dimensions as first-order reflective constructs. Considering that the second measurement model had a smaller BIC value, the hypothesis was not supported. This means that whilst the underlying factors of individual adaptability are worth understanding in terms of their individual influence on workplace dynamics, it was found that they did not aggregate into a higher order construct called ‘individual adaptability’.

Conclusion

Theoretical implications

Given the large number of studies empirically confirming the link between mindfulness and stress management (Brown & Ryan, 2003; Brown et al., 2007; Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Lomas et al., 2017), the confirmation of hypothesis H1 was not surprising. However, the reported effect size and study context were significant and serve to underline the value of mindfulness in supporting resilience and coping strategies in dynamic work contexts.

The positive relationships found between mindfulness and the second-order constructs of crisis adaptability, uncertainty adaptability, learning adaptability and problem-solving adaptability (hypotheses H2, H3, H4 and H5) suggest that mindfulness is not just a coping skill that moderates stress and supports wellness, but it is a potential tool for improving performance and business outcomes in dynamic situations. An area for further research would be to investigate the link between these aspects of individual adaptability (crisis, uncertainty, learning and problem-solving adaptability) and adaptive performance itself (Huang et al., 2014; Jundt et al., 2015). This would require a satisfactory measure of behaviour, for example, supervisor ratings or a laboratory test of behaviour (Baard et al., 2014; Bell & Kozlowski, 2008; Good, 2014). The relationships between mindfulness, adaptability and adaptive performance could then be further clarified.

The non-findings on hypotheses H6 and H7 raise intriguing questions around the conceptualisation and operationalisation of mindfulness. It is possible that whilst the scale used in this study (i.e. MAAS; Brown & Ryan, 2003) is the most commonly used scale in empirical mindfulness research, its unidimensional definition of mindfulness impacts the measurement of potentially correlated workplace constructs related to interpersonal empathy.

The creators of MAAS explicitly exclude attitudinal aspects of mindfulness (Brown & Ryan, 2003); however, a number of theoretical discussions of mindfulness suggest that mindfulness can be better operationalised by including an attitude of empathy and inter-personal sensitivity (Bishop et al., 2004; Crane et al., 2017; Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Shapiro et al., 2006). There are also empirical studies that have related mindfulness training to increased pro-social behaviour and compassion (Singer & Engert, 2019).

Future research on individual adaptability could therefore employ other mindfulness scales which attempt to capture a more expanded operationalisation of mindfulness, such as the Freiburg Mindfulness Inventory (Buchheld, Grossman, & Wallach, 2001) and the Five-Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (Baer, Smith, Hopkins, Krietemeyer, & Toney, 2006). This will help determine if the non-finding with regards inter-personal and cultural adaptability is because of the scale used, mindfulness itself or the context studied.

In terms of the context studied, another possible reason for the non-finding is that the I-ADAPT-M scale has not been used in an African population before. Because of cultural attitude towards interpersonal relationships and mutual support, such as the notion of Ubuntu (Adonisi, 1993) and the reported collectivist orientations on the African continent (Eds. House, Hanges, Javidan, Dorfman, & Gupta, 2004), the respondents may generally have reported high scores on the cultural and inter-personal adaptability subscale, creating a ‘ceiling’ effect. Inter-personal adaptability (M = 4.97) and cultural adaptability (M = 5.18) received the highest mean scores out of the adaptability constructs and were scored significantly higher than mindfulness (M = 3.94); this ceiling effect may have reduced the variability between scores on these dimensions and eliminated any significant correlations. An important area for future research would be to investigate the contextual factors which may influence respondents when measuring inter-personal and cultural adaptability and mindfulness.

There may be a network of effects rather than simple linear relationships. This has been discussed by Ployhart and Bliese (2006). Being adaptable can sometimes mean a person is agile in anticipating change. This might lead a person to introduce more change in the workplace, which could in turn increase the amount of stress. It has been proposed that ability to adapt to changes in the workplace may also be responsible for generating workplace stress (Braun et al., 2017). A recent study demonstrated that mindfulness can moderate the potentially negative effects on innovation (a form of adaptive performance) of low-activated negative effects, that is, feelings of sadness, unhappiness and hopelessness (Montani et al., 2018). An area for further research, therefore, would be to measure objective work stress and performance in a sample and to better investigate the potential network of effects.

This is only the second study to empirically test the I-ADAPT-M scale, and so the lack of support for a second-order individual adaptability construct in this sample is an important addition to the literature of adaptability. This finding may be unique to the sample, and further research could perhaps find support for the second-order construct in other samples. Or it may be a result of adaptations made to the scale; in order to enhance response rates, the I-ADAPT scale was shortened to 35 items, and further research might look into testing this and other shortened versions in new samples to purify the scale further. Alternatively, the finding may perhaps point to a more complex higher-order structure. The I-ADAPT theory describes two kinds of adaptive interaction with the environment: in static environments, adaptable individuals proactively seek to change; whereas in dynamic environments, adaptable individuals are more reactive (Ployhart & Bliese, 2006). Therefore, it is possible that there are two latent second-order constructs related to proactive and reactive forms of individual adaptability. Further work is required to explore this potential higher-order structure.

Practical implications

The findings of this study predict that developing the skill of mindfulness will improve various aspects of adaptability (crisis, uncertainty, learning and problem-solving adaptability) leading to improved adaptive performance. Given the dynamic nature of many work contexts and need for individual adaptability, practical interventions could be sought to increase mindfulness in the workplace.

Mindfulness-based interventions such as ‘mindfulness-based stress reduction’ have established protocols with proven outcomes for increasing mindfulness (Brown et al., 2007; Crane et al., 2017; Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Lomas et al., 2017). However, conducting such programmes in the workplace can also entail significant expense and time. It may include protocols that are over-focussed on stress and medical outcomes, and may not be compatible with a company’s culture (Hales, Kroes, Chen, & David Kang, 2012; Vich, 2015). More appropriate variations of the original MBI format are required for company settings which focus on performance enhancement (adaptability) in addition to well-being (stress-management support). In addition, delivery mechanisms that reduce cost and/or time impacts and allow for self-study would be more suitable than programmes that rely exclusively on trainer-delivered, in-person instruction.

Online MBIs are a recent development and potential solution to many of these issues. However, they have largely been trialled in clinical settings (Cavanagh et al., 2018; Spijkerman, Pots, & Bohlmeijer, 2016). Several concerns have also been raised about the effectiveness, appropriateness and ethics of online MBI delivery (Davidson & Dahl, 2018; Van Dam et al., 2018). These concerns need to be adequately addressed by programme design, content and digital delivery methods.

Directions for future research

Self-report scales have their limitations (Arnold & Feldman, 1981; Conway & Lance, 2010). In further research, neuroimaging (Goleman & Davidson, 2017) or behavioural measures of mindfulness such as breath-counting (Levinson, Stoll, Kindy, Merry, & Davidson, 2014) could be employed to further address this limitation.

Limited data on tenure were collected for this study, which did not allow for advanced statistical analysis. Future studies could examine the possible influence of expertise on the relationship between mindfulness and adaptability. Contingency theory suggests that experts would benefit from mindfulness in novel situations, but that novices could actually see performance decrements (Dane, 2010).

Future researchers are encouraged to examine the cultural dimensions that may impact on mindfulness and individual adaptability in the African context. Additional control variables such as collectivism-individualism (Triandis, 2001) could be included. Nkomo (2011) has demonstrated the complex tension-filled but important terrain of better linking African contexts and realities with Western theory. Work on mindfulness in South Africa has shown its relevance in culturally embedded settings (McIntyre, Elkonin, De Kooker, & Magidson, 2018).

Future research can also add the perspective of Human Resources (HR) managers to complement the individual level self-reporting. The views of HR managers may support, contradict or add nuance to the findings reported here. Mindfulness has been shown to be attractive to HR managers as a tool for improving performance but there are concerns around its effectiveness (Altizer, 2017).

Future researchers can further build on the findings here and extend the causal conclusions through experimental, longitudinal studies that implement an MBI, with appropriate controls (Crane, 2019), and also include performance and well-being measures. The full nomological network could then be described in detail. For example, the I-ADAPT theory suggests an alternative explanation for the mindfulness–adaptability relationship: that mindfulness may be a mediator between adaptability and performance itself, instead of (or in addition to) being a KSAO of adaptability (Cullen et al., 2014). Increased mindfulness may also aid the process through which individual level adaptability interacts with more proximal factors, for example, organisational structure and culture (Ployhart & Bliese, 2006), to create adaptive performance at the individual team and organisational level. In addition, as the lack of support for a second-order individual adaptability construct suggests a potentially more complex interplay between mindfulness, adaptability and performance or well-being outcomes, a more comprehensive longitudinal study of the entire mindful adaptive performance model, involving an MBI, could help determine the nature of constructs examined.

In closing, this study measured mindfulness and individual adaptability in a sample of workers in dynamic contexts. The study found a positive relationship between mindfulness and the sub-dimensions of work-stress adaptability, uncertainty adaptability, crisis adaptability, learning adaptability and problem-solving adaptability. This suggests an important role for mindfulness in promoting adaptability in dynamic contexts and that mindfulness is not simply a stress-management skill, but also enhances other aspects of adaptability such as learning and problem-solving. These findings and the literature suggest that the positive effects of mindfulness on both performance and well-being may be explained by its positive relationship with both these aspects of adaptability. The unidimensional operationalisation of mindfulness used in this study was not found to be correlated to inter-personal and cultural adaptability, despite support from some literature on mindfulness. This finding may result from contextual considerations but it more likely affirms the need for broader measures of mindfulness that include attitudinal aspects.
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TABLE 2: Construct validity and reliability for re-estimated measurement model.

Constructs and items AVE  Composite reliability Cronbach’s alpha
Mindfulness 059 0.90 0.90
Work-stress adaptability 062 083 0.80
Crisis adaptability 057 0.80 079
Uncertainty adaptability 053 0.68 064
Learning adaptability 048 0.82 081
Problem-solving adaptability 047 078 078
Inter-personal adaptability 049 074 074
Cultural adaptability 051 0.76 075

AVE, average variance explained.
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TABLE 1: Standardised estimates in the structural model.

Path Standardised Standard ¢ P

estimate error

estimate

Mindfulness - Work-stress adaptability 0.44 0.07 6.478 0.000**
Mindfulness - Crisis adaptability 0.25 0.07 3.499 0.000**
Mindfulness - Uncertainty adaptability 0.28 0.09 3.159 0.002**
Mindfulness - Learning adaptability 0.19 0.08 2410 0.016*
Mindfulness > Problem-solving adaptability 0.23 0.08 3.013 0.003**
Mindfulness - Inter-personal adaptability 0.05 0.08 0.608 0.543
Mindfulness - Cultural adaptability 0.11 0.08 1.404 0.160

* Significant at < 0.05; ** Significant at < 0.01.





