
    [image: Cover: Adapt: Mastering change in four steps, by Andrea Clarke. Award-winning author of Future Fit. ‘A playbook to lead and master change.’ Dominic Price, Work Futurist, Atlassian. ]




Praise for Adapt



‘How extraordinarily apt is the title Adapt? Adapt it is, to digitisation, to skills shortages, to the rise of AI. And Adapt is so versatile for it is a strategy, a philosophy, a state of mind. Clarke’s Adapt is a masterpiece in brevity and insight that is as bold and impactful as its title suggests.’

Bernard Salt AM, The Demographics Group

‘A masterclass in resilience, showing us how to embrace change, not fear it. This is a bold call to action for anyone feeling unsettled about the future of work.’

Dr Catherine Ball, Scientific Futurist

‘Andrea’s simple yet powerful approach to adaptive leadership has empowered countless Rio Tinto employees to confidently navigate the future, both as professionals and as an organisation.’

Brendan Howard, Rio Tinto

‘A must read for anyone ready to stop reacting and start shaping their future.’

Natalie Slessor, CBRE

‘Adapt demystifies change, giving us the confidence to tackle it head on, to embrace and welcome it willingly into a new way of living a full life.’

Kim Mills, Australian Department of Defence

‘While a reversion to the safety of the past is appealing, as leaders we must evolve and guide our people and our organisations into a new future. In Adapt, Andrea gives you the gift of clarity – a moment to pause and reflect on how you will help shape the future.’

Shamal Dass, UNSW Business School

‘What sets Adapt apart is its focus on action. Instead of endless theorising, planning and overthinking, Andrea empowers us to simply do. If you’re stuck in analysis paralysis, this book is the lever you need to start anticipating what’s next and being an active player in this non-stop universe of transformation.’

Emile Perrine, Global Transformation Expert

‘Adapt is a blueprint to help readers shape what comes next in their own life. This book’s four principles are a compass for anyone reckoning with change at any stage in their life. And it is spot-on, audacious guidance on how to embrace change on purpose.’

Yvette Gonzalez, Human Health & Climate Researcher

‘This book doesn’t just preach adaptability – it equips you with the tools to gain the agency to thrive amid chaos. It’s a must read for 21st-century leaders and anyone who wants to lead with foresight, confidently embrace the unpredictable future, and harness the new superpowers technology affords us.’

Sami Mäkeläinen, Global Foresight Expert
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Foreword


The truth about change

For the past twenty years, leaders and workers have been sold the myth of transformation – big, shiny, expensive transformations that promise to fix everything. I’ve seen it time and again: companies pay millions for an agile transformation, a cultural transformation or a digital overhaul. They expect that at the end of this 18- or 24-month journey, they’ll cut a ribbon, take a bow and, boom, they’re transformed.

But here’s the truth: in the time it takes to complete that transformation, the world has already changed. Leaders often come to me frustrated that they’ve gone through these massive changes only to find that they’re still behind. And here’s the point – they’ve been sold the wrong idea. Change isn’t a one-time event. The world keeps moving, and if you think you can buy change, cut the ribbon and be done with it, you’re in for an expensive wake-up call. The world keeps shifting, and those old leadership behaviours and strategies from the ’80s, ’90s and early 2000s just don’t work anymore. Leadership in 2024 is about being relevant, and relevance means you have to keep learning and changing as the world changes around you.




You cannot outsource personal change

Real transformation starts from within. So many organisations try to change by hiring consultants, updating their processes or installing new technology only to find that the core of their business – the behaviours, the leadership practices, the values – remains the same. And so nothing really changes. The leaders who get it, who truly understand how to lead through change, don’t just change the tools they use; they change how they behave. It’s not enough to change the language or the technology – you have to change the way you think, the way you lead and the way you relate to your people. That’s where real transformation happens. When leaders take responsibility for their own growth and adaptability, that’s when the organisation changes. You can’t outsource that. You have to own it. And when you do, when you lead by example, the people around you start to change. That’s the ripple effect of true leadership. But most leaders don’t do this. They think they can buy transformation, but they haven’t invested in their own growth. They haven’t developed the adaptability muscle. They haven’t learned how to change from within. And that’s why so many organisations and people find themselves stuck, even after the ‘big transformation’ that has cost the business tens of millions of dollars.





Chopping down trees versus finding fertile ground

One of the biggest challenges I see with leaders today is what I like to call ‘chopping down trees’. It’s a simple metaphor for being stuck in the daily grind, constantly solving problems that feel urgent, but never making time to think about the future. You know the feeling. Your inbox is overflowing, your calendar’s packed with back-to-back meetings, and your to-do list is more like a never-ending playlist that you dread to look at. So you spend your days chopping down trees – putting out fires, managing crises and handling whatever comes your way.

And here’s the thing: chopping down trees is necessary. It keeps things running. But here’s the real issue: if all you ever do is chop down trees, eventually you’ll run out of forest. Sure, you’ll fix today’s problems, but you won’t have planted any seeds for tomorrow’s growth. And when the forest is gone? You’ll be stuck, with no way to move forward. Planting seeds is about creating space for exploration and future thinking. So how much of your time is spent chopping down trees, and how much is spent looking for fertile ground? How much energy are you putting into nurturing the seeds that could grow into tomorrow’s innovations? Because if you’re not making time to plant those seeds now, you’re setting yourself up for failure later. It’s not a matter of if you’ll run out of trees, it’s when.

Here’s the thing, though: most people I talk to know this. They get it. They understand the importance of thinking about the future. But when I ask them why they aren’t doing it, the answer is almost always the same: ‘I don’t have time.’ The day-to-day grind is relentless, and it feels impossible to carve out space to think about tomorrow when today’s fires are burning out of control. But here’s what I tell them: if you don’t make time to plant seeds now, you’ll be forced to make time later when you’ve run out of trees – and by then, it might be too late. That’s the confronting reality of leadership today. We’re so focused on solving today’s problems that we often neglect the future, and by the time we realise it, we’re already behind. The challenge is finding the balance between the short-term demands of leadership and the long-term need to stay ahead of the curve. You have to carve out the mental space to plant seeds for the future, even when the pressure of the present feels overwhelming.




The cost of not changing

We need to plant seeds because the cost of not changing is far greater than the discomfort of adapting. It’s easy to stick to the old ways of doing things, especially when they’ve worked in the past. But here’s the hard truth: if you’re not moving forward, you’re static, and the cost of staying still is massive. You might not feel it today, but over time it adds up. You become less relevant, less competitive, and eventually you get left behind. That’s the real danger – not just failure, but irrelevance. And yet so many leaders resist change because they’re afraid of the discomfort it brings. They don’t want to experiment. They don’t want to fail. But here’s the thing: the cost of not changing is far greater than the risk of failure. Every failed experiment teaches you something. Every time you take a risk, you learn. What’s important here is that change only happens when we actually do it.




Understanding change means doing it

We can’t understand change just because we’ve read the right books, attended the right conferences and listened to the right podcasts. Many people can talk about agility, transformation and innovation with ease. But here’s the truth: understanding change isn’t the same as doing it. Knowing about change is one thing, but actually leading through it is another. It’s easy to talk about change in theory, but until you start experimenting, until you start taking risks, you haven’t really got it.

Too many leaders intellectualise change. They spend time reading, studying and thinking about it, but they never take the necessary steps to act. They don’t experiment. They don’t try new things. And so they stay stuck. The leaders who excel today are the ones who take action. They’re not just talking about change – they’re living it. They’re experimenting, taking risks and learning from their failures. They’re talking about it. They understand that doing the same thing over and over won’t pay off.

Let’s form a ‘do-ocracy’ movement around modern work and find things today that build a better future. I’m not saying kill your dreams – just make them more realistic by taking ownership of the steps to create that better future, and putting them into action. We won’t look back and say ‘AI, crypto and 5G really saved us as a society’, so let’s get on with creating our future on purpose, and not by accident.





Future-proofing versus firefighting

If you’ve picked up this book, then you’re at least a little curious about your role in change. We’ve all been there. We’ve all been in a position where we felt we were just chopping down trees. All we could see was trees. So now is the time to ask yourself: am I happy doing this? And what do I have control over? What is within my power, my ability to influence change? We have more personal agency than we know – and this is where we need to find things to subtract. What if you chopped fewer trees – would anyone notice? If they wouldn’t, maybe that’s a sign you are overinvesting in your job. If you pulled back a little bit and gave yourself three hours a week to invest in doing it better in the future – in future-proofing rather than firefighting – would that give you some benefit? Absolutely.




Give it a red-hot go

Taking a moment to think about how many trees you are chopping down versus how many seeds you are planting is a good start. And Adapt will provoke you to examine your current relationship with change. But here’s the thing: don’t just read it. Do something. Experiment. Apply the ideas in this book. Take action. It’s not about doing everything perfectly – it’s about starting small and building from there. The cost of not changing is too high. You have more control over your future than you realise, and it starts with taking ownership. You can’t outsource your growth. You can’t buy transformation. You have to own it.

So take the first step. Start experimenting. Start adapting. The future is coming, whether you’re ready or not.

And who better to meet you where you are today than Andrea Clarke? In 2019, the former journalist interviewed me for her first, award-winning career book, Future Fit: How to Stay Relevant and Competitive in the Future of Work – a book that has encouraged countless readers to go all in on owning their leadership journey. Through her continued commitment to the growth of herself and others, Andrea has offered us an equally relevant title in Adapt. Here is a book that wraps personal stories around practical advice on how to understand what’s changing around you, upgrade your ability to adapt, and ultimately have more influence over the way change lands around you. This is how we can feel more confident about the future, build a future ‘on purpose’ and encourage others to do the same.

I say, give it a red-hot go.

Dominic Price








Introduction Be the pilot, not the passenger



‘Pan-pan-pan!’

‘Find me an airstrip to land,’ was the loud and clear direction given to my fourteen-year-old sister, as my father handed her a map. We didn’t need an explanation; we knew what was going on.

We had just had an engine failure.

Dad was piloting his four-seat, single-engine Cessna 210 with his three young girls on board. On this particular afternoon, we were on a routine trip from a cotton farm outside of Moree in Northern New South Wales, headed 500 kilometres north-east to the Southport Flying Club on the Gold Coast. We were at 9000 feet and running at 170 knots (about 300 kilometres per hour) when the Cessna lost power. As three unruly young girls, it was standard for us to be brought into line with one snap command from Dad. But this line had an extra punch.

‘Pan-pan-pan’ stands for ‘possible assistance needed’ and is one step before ‘mayday’. Pilots use this to signal that an aircraft is experiencing a problem, but that there is no immediate danger.

Dad radioed this in and stated his intention to land. This allowed the Brisbane radio tower to alert a nearby twin-engine aircraft, which diverted to our position. He was instructed to keep a visual on us and relay any ‘information’ back to Brisbane. In this instance, ‘information’ was code for ‘if we crashed’.

What happened next was a pure play in adaptive leadership. In a calm and procedural manner, Dad handed Megan the map while he flew the plane and figured out what was next.

He managed to partially restart the engine, but it was running with significantly less power.

Dad knew that with less than 50 per cent engine power at that altitude, we had a range of 30 kilometres. I could see that he was switching focus with intent: looking down at his instruments and then looking up and out at our position, scanning the horizon. We glided for 9000 feet and when we were 2000 feet away from the dirt airstrip in front of us, Dad tilted the nose down. And when I say ‘down’, I mean on a very steep angle, looking directly towards the ground. We had one shot at making this landing strip. And we did.

As soon as we came to a stop – which is definitely more violent in a small plane than a commercial plane – Dad scrambled out and blasted open the engine cover, trying to confirm an explanation for the midair freefall.





Training for change

By the day of this incident, Dad had spent 3000-plus hours in light aircraft and helicopters. He had more hours logged in the simulator and alongside an instructor, whose job it was to test his limits in live, midair drills, where the engine was deliberately switched off. So, in some form, his brain had been here before. Through training for change he had rewired his brain to consider untested scenarios, so his response to a crisis was to counter the panic with process.

The culprit on the day he was flying with us turned out to be the exhaust distributor. According to his logbook, it was the very same part that had rotted through several years earlier, causing a drastic loss of power on take-off from Hamilton Island. The loss of power was so significant that the aircraft couldn’t gain any lift, and was on the verge of stalling. The only option was to prepare to ditch. He instructed his co-pilot to watch the instruments while he looked around to see where they could put the aircraft down. He somehow managed to slowly circle the crippled Cessna and land on the airstrip, but not before he told passengers to open the doors so they could exit the plane without obstruction when they hit the water. The passenger in the back, John Beale (‘Bealey’ to his mates), was a long-time friend of Dad’s. The incident caused Bealey so much distress that he suffered a heart attack later that day, when the group was airborne for a second time. With a medical emergency onboard, Dad declared a mayday 50 kilometres north of Townsville and screamed towards the runway at 180 knots. The miracle for Bealey was that Dad’s co-pilot was also a surgeon and had his medical kit on hand. Dr Peter Drum is the only reason Bealey is alive today.




Look up and out

When we speak about it now, Dad brushes it off with the nonchalance of a 78-year-old who’s been around the block. And of course he does: part of his job as a pilot is to respond effectively to these moments that he has trained for. To him, it was a simple act of applying knowledge in a scenario that had been rehearsed many times. But I see it very differently. It’s only now, in my late forties, that I realise this was a defining moment in shaping the way I wanted to move around this big, wide world. I saw so much more in that moment. I saw a highly effective practice in adaptive leadership. I saw his preparation and training play out and pay off in real time. I saw someone ‘looking up and out’ to understand what was changing. I saw a composed leader exercising live adaptability in a situation that a less experienced pilot may not have recovered.

It was an early and profound lesson about the role of adaptability in life; this was a skill that was fundamental to confidently handling moments of ambiguity. When things are moving fast and we need to respond swiftly to an untested scenario, it’s not our IQ or EQ (emotional intelligence) that we reach for, it’s our ability to adapt – it’s our AQ that we rely on. It’s our adaptability quotient. And AQ is not only about reacting and responding, it’s about actively shaping what comes next.

Watching the way Dad handled this midair engine failure anchored in me a deep and lasting truth: if I could practise the adaptive principles that saved us that day, I could be a pilot and not a passenger on my own little life journey. If I could always do my best to ‘look up and out’ over my own personal dashboard, and anticipate change instead of waiting for it to happen to me, I would have a better chance at being the author of my own life script instead of being an extra in someone else’s. I could use the map he showed us to go wherever I wanted to.

As a 12-year-old, I saw Dad’s response as the only way to approach life. Disruption comes at us in many forms; it has a speed, a scale and a direction. We can sit idle and be a victim of it, or we can play an active part in how it lands around us. This is what I’ve always wanted for myself.

And I want the same for you.



I share this story with you because although we may not be going to work every day worried about engine failure, many of us are waking up every day facing our own versions of untested scenarios. We’re facing more change, more often – on diminished reserves and with more distractions than ever. And the lesson for my 12-year-old self is still relevant today, and relevant for each of us: when we are an active player in the process of change, we create a new sense of stability for ourselves that is grounded in deep resilience, personal agency and alignment with our true self.

When we shift from being someone who is waiting for change to happen to us to someone who pre-empts change, we reposition our role in the process. We interrupt our default relationship with change. We empower ourselves to anticipate challenges and opportunities, make thoughtful decisions, let go of outdated beliefs and create a life aligned with our values and aspirations. In the 2010 journal article, ‘Psychological Flexibility as a Fundamental Aspect of Health’, authors Kashdan and Rottenberg noted that people who are more adaptable tend to report higher levels of happiness and wellbeing. This makes sense, because a core component of adaptability is having a flexible and resilient mindset that is open to change. This psychological flexibility plays a foundational role in how we handle the uncertainties of life, which is why an adaptive mindset is not only helpful to pilots, but helpful to us every single day, as we wake up to live and work in a world that feels as though it’s picking up speed.




Life feels faster, but not necessarily happier

I know it’s not just me. I feel like I’ve been on a merry-go-round that broke down for a year. After spinning at a reasonable pace, we collectively came to a screaming halt and evacuated the ride to sit on the grass for a while. And when the motor cranked up again, we each got back in the saddle and adjusted our reins, reacquainting ourselves with the feel of it all as the ride gradually picked up speed. After a few false starts and splutters, the engine – fuelled by artificial intelligence, escalated political discourse, emerging identity politics and social media – started accelerating at a pace we didn’t know existed. The merry-go-round is now spinning faster than it did before. And now, we’re far more exhausted than we were before March 2020. And we want off this ride. Or at the very least, we want control of the switch.

And why wouldn’t we? In a very short window, our traditional sense of ‘work’ has undergone a radical transformation, leaving our lives – and the way we live them – completely up for renewal. We don’t want to feel like we’re being left behind, but at the same time we don’t know how to keep up. We’re also feeling a sense of disquiet and dis-ease about the future. As my friend Dr Catherine Ball says, ‘We’ve not had a funeral for whatever it was we experienced through the pandemic. We haven’t stopped and grieved whatever it was that we lost in the fire.’

The official term is ‘social acceleration’, and it impacts every part of our lives. Faster technology, faster communication, faster production and consumption cycles. Our social norms, values and relationships are changing more rapidly than ever. What once took generations to evolve can now change within a few years, or even months, thanks to social media, hyper-connectivity and Insta-driven cultural trends.

German sociologist Hartmut Rosa highlights the paradox of this acceleration in his 2013 book, Social Acceleration: A New Theory of Modernity. He explains that being driven to achieve more in less time often results in feelings of alienation, burnout and a lack of fulfilment. The constant push to keep up with the accelerating demands of modern life can erode the quality of social relationships, community bonds and individual wellbeing. It pushes us further back when we think we’re driving forward.




The retreat is real

For many of us, the workplace is where we are confronted most frequently with these accelerations. Untested scenarios are playing out in the loosening up of professional boundaries, the shifting power dynamic between the worker and workplace, and clashing of expectations around how we deliver work – while at the same time, trying to figure out exactly how artificial intelligence will impact us.

There are new, undefined rules of engagement emerging across the workplace – and they’re making many of us nervous. So much so that we’re not only retreating back to a safe place, we’re locking the door behind us.

And what we’re taking into that safe place is significant. As we quietly step back, we’re taking with us the opportunity to exercise creative leadership, promote innovation, strengthen connections and adapt effectively to change.

This has been clear in a sample executive opinion poll I ran with 40 leaders across a number of industry sectors, where people volunteered that they feel, among other things, that ‘taking a different [less bold] approach to leadership’ is the only option to reduce any kind of personal risk. The sentiment was summed up in these responses: ‘I’m a people leader who doesn’t want to lead people anymore’, and ‘I try not to be creative’.

And here lies the problem: we’re quietly stepping back to a safe and neutral place – when there has never been a more dangerous time to be neutral on change.




Let go of stability

Layered around the workplace is a less visible tension: it feels as though there’s an underlying strain between what we’re experiencing (change overwhelm) and how we’re encouraged to deal with it (find stability).

Why is this? Because the social narrative about change relies on a script from previous generations, who lived in distinctly different eras. That script encourages us to resist change, steer a safe course and do things as they’ve always been done. Change is seen as a threat to our life script and a shadow that undermines our stability.

It’s a strong and consistent theme across our culture. We see it in the workplace, where many CEOs are giving orders from a 1980s handbook.

We see it at home as well, when our extended families gather around a table – perhaps a birthday, graduation or holiday celebration that brings everyone together. Senior members of the family make comments that represent the beliefs of an older generation who are entirely removed from the challenges of the present day. The subtext of the script implicitly reads: don’t rock the boat, stay in a secure job, stay together for the kids, pay your bills in person. Look how it’s worked for us!

So, it seems like it’s time to set fire to the old script. It’s time to let go of the fundamental belief that we should pursue stability at all costs. Maybe we need to pause again. Maybe we need a new relationship with change.




A simple proposition

So here is my simple proposition: if we want to feel more aligned with ourselves, be healthier, happier and have a greater sense of agency over our life regardless of how fast the world is spinning, we need to be in a continual conversation with change. We need to understand how it happens, see it as a force for constant growth and shift our mindset from responding and reacting to anticipating and influencing change. And why now, why should we prioritise the ideas in this book today, this week or this year? Because I believe that we are currently in a window of opportunity to make small moves that could change our long game. We have a few years of distance from the global pause in 2020, where we’ve perhaps made short-term adaptations in response to how we live and work. We now sit in a personal ‘medium-term re-ordering’ phase of the timeline, before our own norms stabilise for the long term. This is why now is the time to be decisive; now is the time to take a position on how we’re going to lead ourselves and others, to double down on the work that needs to be done. Even if it’s in small ways. I want to offer up some ideas that help you feel relaxed about the future and find a new sense of stability that you can rely on and return to.





The four basic principles of Adapt


The ideas that have driven my life decisions, and inevitably intersected with my leadership practice, have been led by these questions: how can I help leaders tactically develop their AQ to be better prepared for change, to see it coming, and to shape the way it lands around them?

Since 2018, I have been working with leadership cohorts around the world on this one specific objective: helping people adopt simple high-AQ habits that become part of their daily leadership practice. The more time passes, the more I believe these habits are required for anyone who prioritises self-leading across any aspect of their life.

In these pages, I’ll share with you what I’ve shared with hundreds of teams across multiple markets who are facing paradigm shifts in the way they do business. Through these four principles, I hope that you will discover a new way to think about how to be an active player in your own transformation, or perhaps the transformation of your business, community or family.

Adapt is founded on four principles:


	
Engage with the signals of change.

	
Accept what’s changing.

	
Activate your optimism for the new.

	
Release what’s holding you back.



I have three simple objectives with this book. First, to help you examine your current relationship with change: are you a pilot or a passenger in it? Second, to recognise the role of personal agency: are you acting as an effective agent for yourself? And finally, to provoke you to consider a new way of thinking about what’s changing both around you and inside of you. To help you understand how change happens, and the small, safe moves we can make to pre-empt, practise and prepare for it. And to help you understand how you can turn uncertainty into inspired action.




The opportunity for you to adapt

As a facilitator, friend and author, I only share ideas, principles, advice and frameworks that work for me personally, that I have applied to my own life and that have inspired me to turn uncertainty into action. I have repeatedly tested and trusted the four principles of Adapt through triaging my own major career transitions – using them both as a life raft and as an anchor to create meaningful change completely aligned with my version of success. When I have shared this with leaders and learners around the world, the outcomes have been remarkable. So here is your opportunity to adapt. As I say to all learners, take what works for you and perhaps leave the rest for someone else. And wherever possible, look for ways to be the pilot, not the passenger, along the way.








Part 1 Fundamentals







1 A new way



New rules of engagement

‘One of the most stressful things you can do to a group of human beings is to put them in a room and expect them to work together – but not give them any rules,’ says my close friend Alicia Stephenson, who also happens to be a former training officer in the Australian Defence Force, a Telstra Business Award Winner and the CEO of Workforce Dynamics, a group that helps interpret and build better behaviours across global organisations. We were talking about the endless people-related struggles that many are having as the workplace changes.

‘Imagine we’re sitting beside a pool at a hotel,’ she continues. ‘We know that getting naked and jumping into the pool is against the rules. We can’t see those rules explained anywhere, but we know they are the unspoken rules, and those rules make us comfortable and safe. Now say we locked everyone in here. Over time, we would slowly see the behavioural boundaries stripped away. Some people would really loosen up and it would freak everybody out. If you apply the same theory to the workplace, stripping away the boundaries, you’ll see everyone retreat back behind a safe, closed door. And this is exactly what is happening.’

We should not downplay the erosion of professional boundaries that was catalysed by the pandemic, and the way we are being affected by this. Remote work blurred the lines between personal and professional life, leaving many employees unsure of how to behave in this new, boundaryless environment. In the past, visible signs – such as dress codes and hierarchical structures – provided clear cues on how to act professionally. Today, those cues have largely disappeared, leaving people to constantly test and adjust their behaviour, which is exhausting.

Many of us can relate to this, particularly if we’re only in the workplace a few days a week, and the office is only sparsely populated during our visits. When I ask people to describe how they feel about work today, the first word that is volunteered is usually ‘drowning’.

‘This feeling matters. It’s a signpost that we need to pay attention to,’ says Stephenson. And many leaders agree. We initially charged forward with enthusiasm, embracing new technology, remote work and everything else the future seemed to throw at us. It worked for a while. But now, there’s a palpable pullback. It’s like we hit a wall, and it’s not surprising. Maybe we collectively recognised that that level of effort and energy we were running at was simply unsustainable – at the same time as realising that life is, in fact, too short to work all the time. Being busy isn’t as cool as it used to be. Recent data on workplace wellbeing from SuperFriend, ‘2023 Indicators of a Thriving Workplace’, reveals a worrying trend: people across the workforce are reporting declining levels of both mental and physical health.

This is only one of several major shifts we’re seeing across the workplace, and we should not underestimate how each of them will impact the way we behave, lead, innovate and develop our ability to adapt. In the context of adapting, I think there is value in briefly exploring other emerging trends that are having an impact on shaping the future of the workplace and encouraging a rethink of how we engage with change.




‘Generation wellbeing’

The new rules of engagement include the clear rejection of traditional workloads by younger generations who have well-established practices around wellbeing. We only need to look at movements like the ‘right to disconnect’, the rise of ‘anti-hustle’, and the ‘lying flat’ trends. Each of these are explicit signals that people are no longer willing to work themselves to death.

The fact is that we’re seeing younger generations across the workplace who are far more in tune with their sense of wellbeing. Younger workers grew up with a distinctly different awareness and language around taking care of themselves, and they expect the workplace to share those values. And when they discover that the ‘employee value proposition’ fails to live up to promises, they are comfortable opting out of a traditional job if they want to. It’s in some ways refreshing to see younger people making a values-based decision without any regard for how they’ll be judged. The new narrative is clear: ‘I don’t care if it’s PwC, or KPMG – I’m not going to be a partner in exchange for burnout.’

It’s also clear that we cannot respond with ‘lunch and learns’ that have no enduring impact. Responding with pop psychology in the workplace often oversimplifies complex issues. Wellbeing discussions in many organisations have become surface level, lacking the depth required to make meaningful changes. While it’s essential to talk about mental health and wellbeing, these discussions need to be backed by expertise, not just popular trends. Otherwise, organisations risk promoting wellbeing initiatives that feel performative rather than substantive, further hindering their ability to adapt to real challenges.

This shift, fuelled by the rise of flexible workstyles and the fast-forwarding of workplace dynamics due to Covid, has empowered people to leave roles that don’t meet their standards. However, this flexibility comes with its own set of challenges: business is now trying to balance employee wellbeing with the need for productivity, and it’s unclear where the middle ground lies between personal care and dedication to work. This generational shift also impacts adaptability, as organisations struggle to meet evolving expectations while maintaining their own structure and goals.




Leading in an age of increased legislation

One of the issues starting to reveal itself slowly but surely is that we’re creating an environment where people simply don’t want to lead anymore. Many leaders, managers and small business owners in my ecosystem have scaled back, or opted not to grow their business entirely, purely based on the complicated nature of what it means today to manage people. They say it’s too risky, too exhausting and fraught with concern about psychosocial legislation. Let me be clear: it’s a great development that we are increasingly protected from bad behaviour at work. But legislative measures designed to protect workers, while important, have added layers of formality that impact how people view their roles. When everything is interpreted through the lens of legislation – whether it’s behavioural norms or interpersonal interactions – there’s less room for creative leadership and adaptability. Leaders, in particular, are under more pressure than ever, and rather than taking risks, many are retreating to familiar, ‘safe’ practices, which limits their ability to adapt to change.

Leadership styles have also shifted, focusing more on individual preferences rather than the needs of the team. This approach hinders adaptability because effective leadership requires adjusting to the demands of the workforce. In contrast, structured environments like the military train leaders to adopt styles that serve the group, fostering greater adaptability. Leaders are under pressure due to increased legislative frameworks but rather than adapting creatively, they are retreating to familiar, safe practices. This stifles flexibility and adaptability in leadership.





When did we start outlawing the truth about change?

‘Change communication doesn’t always need to be positive; it just needs to be honest,’ says Stephenson. And we all know she’s right. We need a new way forward regarding how we approach change in the workplace because the current methods often fail to address the reality that change is constant and messy. As Stephenson points out, the narrative around change is often overly positive, pushing for stability in times where none exists. What’s truly needed is more honesty in how we communicate about change – acknowledging the discomfort and uncertainty that comes with it, rather than glossing over these realities.

Real adaptability is about balancing the protection of employees while also allowing flexibility for absorbing and negotiating change. This means accepting that disorder might be the new normal for the foreseeable future. By being more honest and relaxed about the challenges change brings, we can foster a healthier, more adaptive work environment.

‘We need to be more relaxed about change. It’s not easy, but it’s that simple,’ says Stephenson. ‘We need to accept that it could be years before we bring a new sense of order to the disorder that we’ve experienced.’
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