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Abstract
Background  Health professionals and health professions educators (HPEs) worldwide were confronted by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which disrupted standard practice and forced HPEs to develop creative, alternative modes 
of training and education. The ability of people to work successfully and efficiently in non-standard situations can 
be called adaptive expertise in which people quickly overcome changes in work requirements using their expert 
knowledge in novel ways. The objectives of the current study were to investigate how the adaptive expertise of a 
group of HPEs influenced perceived work performance in a non-standard situation and to see whether there were 
relationships between the level of adaptive expertise and academic ranking and work experience of HPEs.

Methods  A descriptive, cross-sectional, single-site study was conducted using a self-reported study tool about 
adaptive expertise developed by Carbonell et al. (2016), and three questions were asked about participants’ 
perceptions of work performance, amount of work done, and teaching quality. The sample consisted of HPEs from the 
University of Twente, Netherlands.

Results  Among 123 eligible participants, 40 individuals completed the survey. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin and Bartlett’s Test 
of Sphericity indicated the adequacy of the sample size (KMO = 0.633, P < 0.0001). Participants were lecturers, senior 
lecturers, assistant professors, associate professors and full professors. The average adaptive expertise score of the 
sample was 4.18 ± 0.57 on a scale from 1 (low) to 5 (high). The domain and innovative skills are the principal distinct 
dimensions of adaptive expertise among HPEs. Professors showed higher adaptive expertise scores than the other 
ranks. Statistically significant correlations were found between scores of adaptive expertise and perceived work 
performance (r = 0.41, p < 0.05 and academic ranking (r = 0.42, p < 0.05). Adaptive expertise scores were not associated 
with work experience or HPEs’ age.

Conclusions  Our finding of a lack of relationships between self-reported level of adaptive expertise and experience 
and age but significant relationships with work performance and academic ranking of HPEs suggests that adaptive 
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Practical implications

 	• Improving adaptive expertise skills among 
university teachers is essential to increase their 
work performance and prevent the interruption of 
academic programs during constrained situations.

 	• Adaptive expertise is not automatically acquired with 
seniority and experience but needs to be developed 
deliberately.

 	• Institutions should pay attention to conducting staff 
development programs irrespective of the age and 
seniority of the university teacher, and the training 
should encompass a variety of contexts, intensities, 
and learning activities that have substantiative 
variability from one another and meaningful insight 
focusing on in-depth reflection.

Background
Clinical practice continually faces evolving challenges. 
Taking care of the health of human communities is com-
plex and often variable [1]. Clinical research regularly 
results in the need to adjust previously standard ways of 
practice and often produces new knowledge that must be 
mastered [1]. Furthermore, the responsibility of health-
care professionals extends beyond routine clinical prac-
tice; it encompasses the management of complex and 
often unpredictable human health issues [2]. In other 
words, the healthcare workforce needs to be prepared 
for a constantly changing work environment, and future-
proof health professionals need to be trained [3].

The COVID-19 pandemic profoundly disrupted stan-
dard practices globally across all sectors and fields, 
including education at every level. With the COVID-
19 pandemic, almost all the universities and schools 
in affected countries had to shift to alternative modes 
of teaching and learning, which are quite challenging 
for many teachers in the universities and schools [4]. 
Although advanced technology is used in many univer-
sities currently, still most teaching is based on the tradi-
tional model unless the program is delivered in distance 
learning or an online mode [5]. When face-to-face teach-
ing sessions are abruptly shifted to an online mode, they 
need additional preparations, technological skills, and 
creativity, which could be quite challenging for most 
teachers. It is more challenging if teachers lack an aware-
ness of how they can exploit their routines from adaptive 
perspectives [6]. Therefore, readiness and acceptance of 

the challenge by university teachers play a crucial role in 
the success of the continuation of uninterrupted sound 
teaching programs irrespective of unstable situations 
they have to face. While some people quickly overcome 
changes in work requirements by inventing new proce-
dures and using their expert knowledge in novel ways, 
others do not possess this ability and find themselves 
thrown back, performing as novices [7, 8].

Adaptive versus routine expertise
Hatano & Inagaki [7] coined the term adaptive expertise 
and distinguished it from routine expertise. Experts are 
masters in their respective domains through deliberate 
practice or expert guidance [7]. Expertise reflects increas-
ing competence as the person moves from the early cog-
nitive stage to well-practised autonomous skill execution 
through practice [9]. Adaptive expertise enables profes-
sionals to respond to novel situations more effectively 
and innovatively than routine experts [10]. Hatano and 
Inagaki conceptualized routine expertise and adaptive 
expertise as two poles of one dimension, whereby routine 
expertise is the execution of high-quality procedures to 
act efficiently and accurately. In contrast, adaptive exper-
tise encompasses the capability to devise novel solutions 
to professional challenges, as well as the ability to develop 
innovative problem-solving methodologies, particularly 
in unprecedented situations [7]. Individuals with adaptive 
expertise can face novel and challenging situations with 
success, irrespective of the unfamiliarity of the circum-
stance [11].

The key difference between adaptive and routine 
experts was their ability to work productively when 
confronted with novel situations [7]. Routine expertise 
enables experts to exhibit speed and accuracy in solv-
ing problems that fall into previously experienced, well-
established patterns [12]. Therefore, routine experts 
are successful in standard situations but struggle with 
novel problems in which the task, method, or desired 
results are not known in advance [10]. In contrast, 
adaptive experts respond to novel or unexpected situa-
tions more effectively, efficiently, and innovatively than 
routine experts [10]. This is the concept of the optimal 
adaptability corridor where individuals are high on both 
dimensions of innovation and efficiency [10]. Therefore, 
adaptive experts adapt and overcome uncertainty by dis-
playing high performance levels.

Adaptive expertise is a multi-faceted construct 
encompassing a range of dimensions as defined by 

expertise is not auto-generated or acquired with seniority and experience but is a ‘mastery’ that should be developed 
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different authors [6, 7]. Widely, adaptive expertise has 
been described and measured using several dimen-
sions [4, 7, 13, 14]. Domain-specific skills, metacognitive 
skills, and innovative skills are three of the main dimen-
sions that have been used widely among researchers [6, 
7, 13, 14]. Domain-specific skills are a critical dimension 
of adaptive expertise, encompassing declarative knowl-
edge (knowing that), procedural knowledge (knowing 
how), and conditional knowledge (knowing when and 
where) [15]. Unlike novices, experts display a distinctive 
knowledge representation in terms of extent, organiza-
tion, abstraction, and consolidation, which significantly 
influences their problem-solving capabilities [10, 11, 16]. 
While both adaptive and routine experts possess a simi-
lar breadth of knowledge, they differ in their knowledge 
representations in terms of extent, organization, abstrac-
tion, consolidation, and information retrieval. Therefore, 
problem-solving approaches may vary between the two 
groups [10, 11, 16]. Adaptive experts’ knowledge repre-
sentation is characterized by organization, abstraction, 
and consolidation and is independent of situational con-
texts (de-contextualization) [11]. Consequently, contex-
tual knowledge has less influence on adaptive expertise 
than structured and abstract knowledge. This enables 
adaptive experts to apply known solutions to new situa-
tions more easily. Essentially, adaptive expertise facilitates 
the organization of knowledge in a way that enhances 
its applicability across various scenarios [11]. Moreover, 
adaptive experts exhibit greater cognitive flexibility and 
superior problem-solving skills than their routine coun-
terparts [17], underpinned by their ability to engage in 
analogical reasoning using their organized knowledge 
base [18].

Metacognition, simply put, refers to ‘thinking about 
thinking,’ or our capacity to understand what we know 
and what we do not know [19]. Costa and Kallick [19] 
further emphasize that better metacognitive skills enable 
individuals to assess their knowledge and identify gaps, 
which is crucial for strategic learning and application of 
knowledge in unfamiliar contexts. People with high adap-
tive expertise demonstrate a strong ability to self-assess 
their expertise, knowledge, learning, and problem-solv-
ing abilities [20, 21]. Despite their apparent importance, 
the role of metacognitive skills in adaptive expertise is 
still debated. Carbonell et al. [13] argue that while meta-
cognitive skills are valuable, they may not be definitive in 
distinguishing adaptive expertise from routine expertise, 
based on a study conducted among multiple professional 
categories and different geographical backgrounds [13].

The innovation dimension of adaptive expertise typi-
cally involves transcending established routines and 
often requires individuals to reconsider fundamen-
tal ideas, practices, and values to facilitate change [10, 
17]. Schwartz et al. [10] describe adaptive expertise as a 

balance between efficiency and innovation, where effi-
ciency relates to an individual’s ability to fluently apply 
domain knowledge and skills in familiar situations. In 
contrast, innovation involves devising solutions for new 
scenarios where no precedents exist. This process neces-
sitates recognizing how previously acquired knowledge 
can be adapted to novel circumstances, indicating that 
the knowledge used in the innovation process is both 
nuanced and complex [22]. Furthermore, innovation may 
lead to the enhancement of existing ideas or the discov-
ery of entirely new approaches to problem-solving.

Chi [18] has described that adaptive experts acquire a 
deep conceptual understanding of the skill within their 
domain by intentionally seeking challenges, reflecting 
on their performance, and thus engaging in continuous 
learning. Adaptive expertise is a set of skills or disposi-
tions, influenced by cognitive, motivational, and per-
sonality factors, that enables individuals to devise and 
implement new solutions effectively through a deep 
conceptual understanding of the problem’s nature and 
context [7, 21]. Therefore, adaptive experts are more 
motivated to achieve a deep understanding of domain-
related knowledge and skills. Further, they are keen 
on why and under which condition a specific domain-
relevant skill must be applied, or new methods need to 
be devised [13]. Also, adaptive experts show a hierar-
chical knowledge representation [16] and an abstract 
representation of the problem at a deeper or more theo-
retical level [19]. Thus, adaptive expertise involves deeper 
knowledge processing, suggesting a more causally inter-
connected knowledge base. Therefore, adaptive experts 
can apply knowledge flexibly and strategically to meet 
their goals and succeed when facing novel situations in 
unexpected circumstances. Furthermore, they can mod-
ify ways of working to address specific needs and con-
straints of a task [7]. Thereby, they can create innovative 
solutions suited to the situation to find effective answers 
for unprecedented problems.

Adaptive expertise in teaching
Previous studies showed that schoolteachers with greater 
adaptive expertise can create more workable ideas and 
implement innovative teaching approaches than teach-
ers with lower levels of adaptive expertise [6]. Mannikko 
and Husu [6] reported that primary school teachers with 
a high level of adaptive expertise were able to benefit 
from their routines and develop them further to concen-
trate on the situation and its demands. Additionally, they 
reported that highly adaptive teachers attempted to build 
more analytical and creative adaptations, indicating the 
importance of adaptive expertise among teachers.

University teachers are academics with responsi-
bilities for teaching, research and development. They, 
therefore, should be knowledgeable and up-to-date by 
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continuously acquiring new knowledge and skills in 
their domain. Like schoolteachers, we expect university 
teachers to have different levels of adaptive expertise, 
with some being routine experts while others might be 
more inclined to innovate their teaching practices. Van 
Dijk et al. [23] argue that for adequate academic profes-
sional development of university teachers, there should 
be a link between the disciplinary knowledge that uni-
versity teachers possess and develop on the one hand and 
adaptive expertise development on the other. Ultimately, 
adaptive expertise is expressed through visible perfor-
mance [23].

University teachers, who balance teaching, research, 
and administrative duties, exhibit various forms of work 
performance. Research shows that work performance is 
dynamic, fluctuating within individuals over time [24, 
25]. Additionally, workplace factors can influence perfor-
mance [26]. Teachers with adaptive expertise will likely 
leverage their problem-solving skills to navigate chal-
lenges effectively, suggesting their work performance 
remains stable despite changing circumstances or work 
demands.

University teachers with higher academic rankings 
often have more extensive exposure to complex problems 
and a richer array of experiences in navigating academic 
challenges. This exposure can enhance the hierarchical 
and abstract knowledge representation, as well as the 
ability to engage in innovative problem-solving, traits 
associated with adaptive expertise [19]. Additionally, 
extensive work experience may contribute to a deeper, 
more causally interconnected knowledge base. Further-
more, university teachers with higher academic rankings 
are also more likely to have had more opportunities for 
practice and training, which are crucial for skill devel-
opment [19]. As individuals progress in their academic 
careers, they acquire extensive domain-specific knowl-
edge and skills through (deliberate) practice and expe-
rience. In academia, increasing experience, research 
innovations, and various other academic involvements 
often correlate with higher academic rankings, reflect-
ing greater competence and mastery in one’s field [27, 
28]. The dynamic nature of academic work requires fac-
ulty members to manage responsibilities ranging from 
pedagogy to research. Factors such as a positive mindset, 
deeper understanding, innovative skills, and the ability 
to apply and devise new methods as required by spe-
cific conditions contribute to the development of adap-
tive expertise [7, 29]. Given that higher academic ranks 
are often achieved through years of experience and con-
tinuous learning, it is plausible to speculate that there is 
a relationship between adaptive expertise and academic 
ranking.

Adapting university teaching during the COVID-19 
pandemic
Health Professional Educators (HPEs), like many other 
professionals, had to adapt to unprecedented work-
ing conditions during the COVID-19 pandemic rapidly. 
These extraordinary challenges that were faced dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic, placed an added burden on 
HPEs who were at the frontline of patient care provision. 
Amid the pandemic, HPEs had to develop creative, alter-
native modes for training and education in the shortest 
amount of time possible. Our study aimed to understand 
how HPEs navigate and adapt to unprecedented cir-
cumstances, ensuring success amidst change. While the 
pandemic certainly intensified stress levels for HPEs, 
investigating adaptive expertise during this period offers 
valuable insights into how educators cope with difficulty 
and perform their duties. Carbonell, et al., highlighted 
the need for non-standard but realistic tasks is the best 
to evaluate adaptive expertise [13]. These tasks mimic 
real-world challenges that are unpredictable and require 
innovative problem-solving. They reveal how individuals 
can adapt and develop new solutions when confronted 
with novel and complex challenges, a critical ability dur-
ing unprecedented events like the COVID-19 pandemic. 
In this context, this study provides a unique opportunity 
to explore HPEs’ adaptive expertise. Additionally, since 
our study is situated within the context of the COVID-
19 pandemic, the broader trends of technical innovations 
and evolving job demands in HPEs are indeed relevant 
and contribute to the ongoing discourse on educator 
adaptation.

HPE’s in the current study were required to working 
from home. Working from home not only affected how 
work was organized but also affected job satisfaction and 
work performance [30]. Many studies have focused on the 
impact of online learning on health professional students’ 
performance, well-being and perceived teaching quality. 
Few studies [31, 32] also examined the effect of work-
ing from home during the COVID-19 pandemic from 
the university teachers’ perspective. This study aimed to 
investigate how the adaptive expertise of a group of HPEs 
influences perceived work performance in the altered 
academic environment and to explore the relationships 
between adaptive expertise and the academic ranking of 
university HPEs and their work experience.

Methods
Study design
A descriptive, cross-sectional, single-site study was car-
ried out as this work investigated the subjective assess-
ment (self-reported) of the adaptive expertise of a 
previously uncharted population. Quantitative data was 
collected from the demographic information and ques-
tionnaire responses of the participants using an online 
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survey. The demographic information included age, sex, 
present and past work experiences, the field of expertise, 
and present academic rank. A tool developed by Car-
bonell et al. [13] was used to measure the participants’ 
adaptive expertise. Three questions with a visual ana-
logue scale were used to measure perceived work perfor-
mance during the pandemic.

Study sample
Like in many other universities, HPEs at the University 
of Twente (UT) had to shift all the teaching and learning 
activities into a fully online mode as the UT was closed 
from mid-March 2020. This is the time during which 
when enrolment in new courses starts in the second 
semester of the academic calendar of the UT. The data 
were collected from June to July 2020 when HPEs worked 
from home and engaged in online teaching.

The HPEs at the Technical Medicine, Biomedical Engi-
neering, and Health Sciences educational programmes 
of the University of Twente are university teachers com-
prising lecturers, senior lecturers and assistant, associate, 
and full professors. According to the registry, there were 
123 university teachers involved in the Health Profes-
sions Education study programs of UT. All 123 teachers 
were invited to participate in the study.

Study tool
After a literature survey, the latest available tool for mea-
suring adaptive expertise developed by Carbonell et al. 
[13] was used for data collection. This self-reported study 
tool developed by Carbonell et al. [13] has been used to 
subjectively measure adaptive expertise in several popu-
lations [14, 33, 34]. The tool is a questionnaire containing 
17 items and Likert scale responses ranging from 1 (never 
or only rarely true of me) to 5 (always or almost always 
true of me). Although both English and Dutch versions 
of the questionnaire are available, the English version was 
used in this study as both Dutch and non-Dutch univer-
sity teachers work at the UT. Some items were modified 
slightly to suit the academic environment and the HPEs 
without changing the core meaning. The revised sur-
vey was pilot-tested using a few staff members [6] of the 
Technical Medicine Department, and some items were 
modified slightly to improve clarity and understanding.

Three questions about work performance, amount of 
work done, and teaching quality were added to measure 
perceived work performance during the pandemic. A 
scale ranging from 1 (Extremely poor) to 10 (Extremely 
good) was used to identify the perceived level of satisfac-
tion with the work performed.

Study procedure
Ethical approval was obtained from the Ethical Review 
Committee of the Faculty of Behavioural Management 

and Social Science (BMS) of the UT. All participants were 
informed about the study via email. Informed consent 
was requested from the participants in accordance with 
the guidelines of the Ethical Review Committee of BMS 
faculty before proceeding to the survey link (question-
naire) on Qualtrics XM (USA). The participants’ identi-
ties were anonymised, and data were exported to an excel 
file (Microsoft Office Excel) and handled confidentially.

Data analysis
Respondents without teaching involvement during the 
pandemic or with incomplete data were excluded from 
the analyses. Only the lecturers, senior lecturers, and pro-
fessors were considered for the analysis of the relation-
ship between adaptive expertise and academic ranking, 
and research staff was not considered. The latent vari-
ables were adaptive expertise and perceived work perfor-
mance, while observable variables were the responses to 
the questionnaire items. The dependent variables were 
the scores of adaptive expertise and perceived work 
performance, whereas the independent variables were 
age (continuous variable), gender, work experience, and 
academic rank (categorical variables). Descriptive sta-
tistics was employed to inspect the distributions of the 
variables.

For adaptive expertise, the responses of 17 items were 
scored (1 to 5). Negative items were reverse-scored. The 
mean values were calculated to create a composite score 
of adaptive expertise (cumulative adaptive score) for each 
participant across the sample.

The Excel file exported from Qualtrics XM software 
was imported into SPSS, and data was labeled by assign-
ing appropriate codes. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure 
of Sampling Adequacy and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity 
were performed before conducting statistical analysis 
to ensure the sample size was adequate. The latent vari-
able adaptive expertise was measured using Exploratory 
Factor Analysis (EFA) and Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
(CFA).

The tool of 17 items used in the present study has been 
tested and validated for some professions [15, 16] but 
not for university teachers. Statisticians recommend that 
once a tool has been developed using Exploratory Factor 
Analysis (EFA) or other techniques, Confirmatory Factor 
Analysis (CFA) should be carried out to decide whether 
the tool (inventory) has the same structure across a cer-
tain population [35]. CFA enables the determination of 
how different the structure and function of a measure-
ment tool are across groups [36]. In other words, CFA 
is conducted to assess whether the factor structure pro-
duced by the EFA fits the data [35].
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Instrument validation
To select the best-fit model, CFA was performed twice 
using the R statistics package. In the first CFA, data from 
the items identified by Carbonell et al.  [13] were used. 
Secondly, independent factor extraction was performed 
using EFA followed by CFA. For factor extraction, Prin-
cipal Components Analysis (PCA) was selected, and 
components were rotated by applying a direct Oblimin 
method. The minimum factor loading was considered 
as 0.4, and items were sorted by their size. Finally, the 
best-fit model was selected using fit indices. A compos-
ite score of adaptive expertise (cumulative adaptive score) 
for each participant was calculated using statistically sig-
nificant items selected for the best model and calculating 
their mean values. These composite scores were used for 
comparisons and correlation statistics.

Assessing relationships
Spearman Rank Correlation was used to check all the 
correlations as it does not carry any assumptions about 
the distribution of the data and is the appropriate corre-
lation analysis tool for variables measured on an ordinal 
or ranking scale [37].

Perceived work performance was measured using a rat-
ing scale (1 to 10) given for the three statements about 
work performance, the amount of work done, and teach-
ing quality. The mean score of the three questions was 
taken to measure perceived work performance. Respon-
dents with no teaching involvement during the pandemic 
or incomplete data were excluded from the calculations.

Work experience was categorized according to the 
number of years of employment (less than a year, 1 to 
5 years, 6 to 10 years, 11 to 15 years, and more than 15 
years). Age was recorded in numbers. Academic ranks 
(positions) were ranked based on the ranking system 
generally used in universities. However, the researcher 
category was excluded when analyzing the relationship 
between academic rankings and the scores for adaptive 
expertise due to a low representation of them in the sam-
ple and inadequate details of their academic background. 
Therefore, the ranking order used in the analysis was: 

lecturer, senior lecturer, assistant professor, associate 
professor, and full professor.

A normality test was also performed before running the 
EFA and CFA. Cronbach’s alpha values were calculated 
for all factors (dimensions) to check for internal consis-
tency. Descriptive statistics were employed to inspect the 
profile of the sample. P < 0.05 was considered statistically 
significant in all calculations.

Results
Among 123 eligible participants, 58 individuals con-
sented to participate in the study via an online question-
naire, giving a 47.15% response rate. However, only 40 
individuals completed the survey, and the final response 
rate was 32.52%. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin and Bartlett’s Test 
of Sphericity indicated the adequacy of the number of the 
present sample for valid statistical analysis (KMO = 0.633, 
P < 0.0001) [38].

Demographic information of the sample
The sample consisted of 20 females and 19 males, and one 
participant did not disclose their gender identity. Partici-
pants’ age ranged from 27 to 64 (mean age was 46 ± 11.8 
years). HPEs of various academic ranks were included 
in the sample, from the starting grade of lecturer to full 
professor. Most participants were lecturers, followed by 
assistant professors, full professors, senior lecturers, and 
associate professors, while two members did not reveal 
their academic ranking (Table 1). The mean years of work 
experience of each academic rank are shown in Table 1. 
Four main fields of teaching expertise identified among 
40 participants were medical sciences (14), social sci-
ences (7), technical (8) and professional skills (11).

Adaptive expertise among health professions educators
Tables 2 and 3 both present the results of the Exploratory 
Factor Analysis (EFA) and Confirmatory Factor Analysis 
(CFA); Table 2 included analyses for all 17 items, whereas 
Table 3 focused on those items that were statistically sig-
nificant. Accordingly, all the items in the domain dimen-
sion showed a higher significance while some items of the 

Table 1  Demographic composition of the sample
Age Work Experience (present rank) Gender

Academic Ranking No. Mean ±SD Median Mean ±SD Male Female Not Revealed
Lecturer 10 43±12.61 3 2.9±1.2 2 8
Senior lecturer 5 53.2± 11.03 4 4±1.22 2 3
Senior researcher 1 55 1 1
PhD student 2 28.5±2.12 2 2 -  2
Post -Doc 1 30 2 1  -
Assistant professor 9 45±10.6 2 2.89±1.36 5 4
Associate professor 3 44.33±6.43 4 3.33±2.08 2 1
Full professor 7 56.43±3.87 5 4.71±049 5 1 1
Not revealed 2 33.5±9.19 1.5 1.5±071 1 1
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metacognitive and innovative domains were shown to be 
insignificant.

When statistically not significant items were excluded 
in CFA, only the items of the domain and innovative 
dimensions contributed to the adaptive expertise of the 
present sample. A comparison of fit indices of the two 

models indicated that the model comprised of significant 
items had the best fit (Table  4). Schmitt [39] reported 
that a good model fit has the following indices: RMSEA 
(Root Mean Square Error of Approximation) and SRMR 
(Standardized Root Mean Square Residual) should be 
below 0.08 and CFI (Confirmatory Factor Index) and TLI 

Table 2  CFA analysis showing the significance levels and factor loading for all 17 items
Estimate P Factor 

loading
Items of Domain skill
1. I realized that I need to learn continuously to become and stay an expert in my field 0.749 0.000 0.774***
2. I realized that knowledge in my discipline keeps on developing 0.280 0.003 0.443**
3. I gained a better understanding of concepts in my discipline 0.544 0.000 0.788***
5. I concerned myself with the latest development in the domain of my discipline 0.629 0.000 0.648***
7. I was able to develop and integrate new knowledge with what I learned in the past 0.471 0.000 0.797***
Items of Metacognitive skill
4. I was able to indicate the cause of any obstacles which emerged 0.126 0.153 0.254
10. I sought out feedback 0.074 0.606 0.089
13. I was able to assess when my knowledge is insufficient to perform a specific task or solve a particular problem 0.528 0.004 0.900**
14. I was able to assess what skills I do not possess to perform a certain/specific task or solve a particular problem 0.422 0.008 0.686**
Items of Innovative skill
6. I showed that I am willing to keep on learning new aspects related to my discipline 0.649 0.000 0.731***
8. I focused on new challenges in my academic environment 0.422 0.000 0.559***
9. I approached new tasks/projects in similar ways as I worked in the past -0.130 0.273 -0.134
11. I was able to keep on performing at a high level when confronted with unfamiliar situations or tasks 0.241 0.014 0.327*
12. I was able to apply my knowledge flexibly to the different tasks in my academic environment 0.086 0.218 0.151
15. I applied my knowledge in new and unfamiliar situations in areas related to my discipline with a degree of 
success

-0.063 0.325 -0.120

16. I was able to adapt my work habits to the needs of the situation 0.052 0.490 0.083
17. When I was confronted with obstacles or difficult situations, I gave up -0.044 0.634 -0.057
Note. Significance level * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001

Table 3  CFA analysis showing factor loading when insignificant items were excluded from the model
Estimate Std.Err Z - value P(> I z I ) Std. Iv Std. all (Factor loading)

Domain =~
Item 1 0.740 0.130 5.686 0.000 0.740 0.766***
Item 2 0.271 0.096 2.805 0.005 0.271 0.428**
Item 3 0.554 0.091 6.076 0.000 0.554 0.802***
Item 5 0.619 0.139 4.452 0.000 0.619 0.637***
Item 7 0.474 0.078 6.077 0.000 0.474 0.802***
Metacognitive =~
Item 13 0.496 0.401 1.238 0.216 0.496 0.845
Item 14 0.451 0.368 1.227 0.220 0.451 0.734
Innovative =~
Item 6 0.650 0.126 5.171 0.000 0.650 0.732***
Item 8 0.445 0.109 4.073 0.000 0.445 0.590***
Item 11 0.256 0.101 2.540 0.011 0.256 0.346*
Note. Significance level * p < 0.05. ** p < 0.01. *** p < 0.001

Table 4  Comparison of Model Fit Indices
Models CFI TLI AIC BIC RMSEA SRMR
1 0.782 0.744 1347.561 1410.050 0.098 0.154
2 0.970 0.957 758.208 797.052 0.062 0.085
Note. Model 1 considered all 17 items with no removal of any items; Model 2 considered only significant items. As model 2 shows, the highest CFI and TLI values and 
lowest in the AIC, BIC, RMSEA and SRMR. Accordingly model 2 was selected as the best fit.
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(Tucker Lewis Index) index should be above 0.9. Accord-
ingly adaptive scores were calculated using only the sta-
tistically significant items.

Table 5 illustrates the mean score values for the adap-
tive expertise along with the domain and innovative skills 
dimensions. The average score of adaptive expertise of 
the sample was 4.18 ± 0.57. It is noted that the professors 
scored higher on self-reported adaptive expertise than 
lecturers and senior lecturers (Table  5). Reliability anal-
ysis is necessary to assess the consistency of a measure. 
Internal consistency measurements (Cronbach alpha val-
ues) of domain and innovative skill dimensions and adap-
tive expertise are shown in Table 6.

Relationships of adaptive expertise score with age, 
experience, work performance, and academic ranking
Lecturers, senior lecturers and three categories of pro-
fessors were considered for the correlation analyses. 

Spearman’s Rank correlation indicated statistically sig-
nificant positive associations between adaptive expertise 
and perceived work performance (r = 0.41, p < 0.05) and 
academic ranking (ρ = 0.42, p < 0.05 (Table  7). However, 
an increase in adaptive expertise scores was not associ-
ated with increased work experience or the age of HPEs 
(Table 7). Besides, age did not show any relationship with 
academic ranking. However, a strong positive relation-
ship was observed between age and experience (ρ = 0.79, 
p < 0.001).

Discussion
It is beneficial to compare the findings of our current 
study with those of Carbonell et al., [13] since both stud-
ies used the same tool. The present study, along with the 
research conducted by Carbonell et al., [13, 40] affirms 
that the dual dimensions of the domain and innovative 
skills constitute essential components of adaptive exper-
tise, without the inclusion of metacognitive skills as a dis-
tinct dimension. They [13, 41] further posited that while 
domain skills evaluate an individual’s capacity for adap-
tation, innovative skills are crucial for the modification 
of existing knowledge and skills in response to emerg-
ing challenges. Notably, the majority of items under the 
domain skill dimension display significant agreement 
across both studies, affirming their relevance and validity 
in measuring adaptive expertise. This consistency under-
scores the robustness of domain skills as a foundational 
component of adaptive expertise. However, within the 
dimension of innovative skills, although both studies ini-
tially proposed eight items to depict this dimension, our 
findings and those of Carbonell et al. [13] differ slightly in 
the items that were statistically significant. In our current 
study, only three items were statistically significant com-
pared to five in the Carbonell et al. study [13]. This dis-
crepancy suggests variability that may be attributable to 
differences in sample populations or sizes and indicates a 
need for further refinement of these items.

Table 5  Mean Scores of Adaptive Expertise and its Dimensions Among Different Academic Ranks
Domain Innovative Total (Adaptive 

Expertise)
Academic rank N M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)
Lecturer 10 3.82 0.77 3.75 0.35 3.74 0.75
Senior lecturer 5 4.16 0.80 3.93 0.22 4.07 0.62
Senior researcher 1 4.20  - 4.00  - 4.25  -
PhD student 2 4.60 0 4.00 0 4.50 0
Post -Doc 1 4.60  - 4.25  - 4.62  -
Assistant professor 9 4.44 0.33 3.96 0.34 4.36 0.33
Associate professor 3 4.53 0.50 3.75 0.22 4.46 0.52
Full professor 7 4.48 0.51 3.89 0.54 4.36 0.53
Not revealed 2 4.30 0.14 3.87 0 4.31 0.09
Total sample 40 4.26 0.60 3.87 0.34 4.18 0.57

Table 6  Internal Consistency of Three Different Constructs
Name of Construct Cronbach Apha
Adaptive Expertise 0.72
Domain skill dimension 0.81
Innovative skill dimension 0.57
Perceived work performance 0.63

Table 7  Spearman’s Rank Correlations Results Indicating 
Relationships of Adaptive Expertise Score
Variables N r p
Perceived work performance & adaptive expertise 32 0.406* 0.021
Perceived work performance & domain skill 32 0.371* 0.014
Perceived work performance & innovative skill 32 0.363* 0.041
Academic ranking & adaptive expertise score 34 0.423* 0.013
Academic ranking & Domain skill 34 0.427* 0.012
Academic ranking & Innovative skill 34 0.348* 0.044
Experience (PP) & adaptive expertise score 40 -0.166 0.305
Experience (PP) & domain skill score 40 -0.116 0.475
Experience (PP) & Innovative skill score 40 -0.23 0.148
Age & adaptive expertise 40 0.124 0.522
Note. Significance level * p < 0.05
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Adaptive expertise and perceived work performance
The present result of a significantly positive and moder-
ate relationship between adaptive expertise and perceived 
work performance suggest that the HPEs with higher lev-
els of adaptive expertise faced the altered academic envi-
ronment with greater success during the pandemic. The 
COVID-19 pandemic created situational constraints as 
it altered the familiar work environment into an unex-
pected situation that caused job stress [41]. Further, Ven-
katesh [41] reported that increased job stress could lead 
to lower job satisfaction, which could turn to lower job 
performance. However, the present finding of a positive 
relationship between adaptive expertise and perceived 
work performance suggests that although the hindrance 
stressors impede task performance, this does not have to 
be true for HPEs with good adaptive ability. Our study 
showed that HPEs with good adaptive ability seem more 
accustomed to altered academic environment during the 
pandemic using their problem-solving skills and capacity 
to move beyond conventional pedagogy. This adaptabil-
ity may be attributed to the fact that adaptive expertise, 
characterized by efficiency and innovation in applying 
knowledge to new challenges, enables experts to navigate 
unfamiliar circumstances through enhanced problem-
solving and experimentation when previous experience 
is not applicable [7]. Therefore, strategies to improve 
adaptive expertise among university teachers should 
be prioritized during staff development programmes at 
institutional levels. However, further explorations and 
research are necessary on the mechanisms of planning 
and development of such programs.

Adaptive expertise and experience
A significant relationship between age and experience 
noted in the present study implies a natural phenom-
enon that occurs in any population of the workforce as 
the experiences increase with age. A study conducted 
among Indonesian university teachers showed that expe-
rience significantly positively affects work performance 
as experience shapes performance [42]. Generally, it is 
reasonable to expect that ageing and work experiences 
can increase the amount of knowledge and, thus, exper-
tise. Some have indicated that this should be true for 
routine expertise in the context of expert-novice differ-
ences, considering the domain-specific experience, as 
experience causes autonomous skill execution through 
practice [9, 43]. Therefore, increased work performance 
could be expected with augmented experience and age-
ing because experience blends knowledge and practice. 
However, our study did not find a relationship between 
work performance and age and experience. Further, there 
were no associations between adaptive expertise and 
HPEs’ experience and age (Table 7). We speculate that it 
may be related to the circumstance that the present study 

investigated. Hatano & Inagaki [7] reported that adap-
tive expertise is particularly revealed in non-standard or 
unfamiliar situations like a pandemic. As the work per-
formance was explored in the context of an unexpectedly 
altered academic environment during the pandemic, it 
seems that experience and age (maturity) are inadequate 
to be successful on such occasions. Further, it might even 
hinder being innovative.

Adaptive expertise is characterised by efficiency and 
innovation in applying knowledge to new situations and 
challenges in contrast to routine expertise [44]. Schwartz 
et al. [10] conceptualise that both adaptive and routine 
expertise comprise the same extent of domain knowledge 
and the ability to perform flawlessly in familiar situations. 
Adaptive experts engage in a more active process of 
knowledge-based problem-solving through experimen-
tation when previous experience is unavailable, like in 
unaccustomed conditions [7]. Therefore, adaptive experts 
are much more likely to change their core competencies 
and expand and restructure their expertise, whereas the 
core competencies of routine experts develop through-
out their lives with growing efficiency [17]. Also, adaptive 
experts are distinguished only in non-standard situations 
[7]. Therefore, our findings of the positive association 
between adaptive expertise score and the perceived work 
performance of university HPEs during the pandemic 
and the absence of any relations of adaptive expertise 
with experience and age are congruent with those views 
that adaptive experts are more successful than routine 
experts in a dynamically changing environment.

Consensus on how work experience influences adap-
tive expertise is a question. Ericsson [43] and Grunefeld 
[45] reviewed several research studies and indicated 
that a significant correlation was not always observed 
between the amount of professional experience or pro-
fessional training and work performance. Furthermore, 
they reported a significant negative correlation between 
length of experience and objective performance, stating 
that performing tasks of highly experienced persons are 
not always superior to that of students using examples 
from the fields of computer programming and phys-
ics [43]. In addition, a study that explored the level of 
adaptive expertise among preschool teachers found that 
teachers with more teaching experience seemed less 
adaptive as they showed a fixed orientation to teaching 
[6]. Further, they explained that the teaching orientations 
could be associated with levels of adaptation of teachers 
and their personal practical theories. For example, teach-
ers with more adaptability are open to new ways and 
perceived from practical observations. In contrast, less 
adaptive teachers can employ past workable experiences 
in new situations [6].

Expertise is not developed without experience. How-
ever, the development of adaptive expertise is related 
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to the extent to which an individual’s experience has 
encompassed a variety of contexts, intensities and forms, 
learning activities that have substantiative variability 
from one another [11, 29, 43, 46]. Further, they suggested 
that experience with working on a variety of problems 
allows individuals to achieve high levels of abstraction in 
their knowledge representation, allowing them to apply 
their knowledge flexibly and deal with novel problems 
referring to a study conducted among business consul-
tants and restaurant workers [47]. In other words, the 
experience could be helpful to training adaptive exper-
tise when the events encourage reflection on experiences 
and errors, inviting critical dialogue which connects to 
the in-depth understanding of the knowledge and flex-
ible knowledge application so that novel solutions are 
prompted.

In addition, Carbonell et al. [11] recorded that experi-
ence helps to develop adaptive expertise if the experience 
is involved in problem-solving after an extensive review. 
Further, they explained that the experience with mean-
ingful insight focusing on in-depth reflection should be 
important in developing adaptive expertise. Therefore, 
our finding of a lack of relationship between adaptive 
expertise score and the experience of university HPEs, 
together with evidence from the literature, suggests that 
adaptive expertise is not autogenerated or acquired with 
seniority and experience automatically, but it is a mastery 
that should be developed deliberately. This highlights the 
importance of conducting continuous professional devel-
opment programs to improve adaptive expertise among 
the staff, focusing on developing intuitions based on in-
depth reflection irrespective of their age and experience.

Adaptive expertise and academic rank
Academic ranking is a faculty appointment system based 
on hierarchy [27]. It is necessary to reward academics 
through promotion and tenure. Although most universi-
ties have their own promotion policy, research indicates 
that the academic reward systems of most institutions 
are fundamentally designed to evaluate the professional 
activities of lecturers using several parameters such as 
peer-reviewed publications and their impact factor and 
citations, national or international reputation, research 
grants, awards and collaborations, patents, and teaching 
innovations [27, 48]. Similarly, HPEs of the University 
of Twente consider all these parameters in the academic 
reward system, while extraordinary talents can complete 
the track in a shorter period if they meet the require-
ments. In this context, it is plausible to think that high-
achieving university HPEs ascend the academic career 
ladder faster than others.

A study conducted among employees of research and 
development (R&D) in six industries in South Korea 
has proposed that adaptive expertise enhances career 

adaptability, which helps employees achieve high career 
success [33]. Furthermore, it reported that personnel 
with high adaptive expertise are well equipped with self-
regulation to carefully detect anomalies in their tasks and 
environment reflect the existing skills and make deci-
sions in a dynamically changing environment [33]. There-
fore, adaptive experts seek to adopt new perspectives and 
take risks to generate innovative solutions within the job 
domain rather than adhering to prior experiences and 
automated decision-making [33].

Adaptive behaviours to achieve career goals are a per-
sonal capacity to deal with unpredictable tasks [49]. High 
personal competence in self-regulation and environment 
exploration is closely associated with the achievement 
of career success [49]. Self-regulation strategies enable 
personnel to use available career opportunities, plan for 
the future, and deal with necessary intrapersonal, inter-
personal, and environmental factors to accomplish career 
goals [50]. Lee [33] claimed that career adaptability is a 
critical path through which adaptive expertise leads to 
satisfactory career outcomes for innovators.

In this context, it can be argued that other dynamics, 
such as certain personality-related factors (e.g. self-regu-
latory mechanisms) of university teachers, can influence 
the level of adaptive expertise based on the present result 
of that the existence of a statistically significant relation-
ship between adaptive expertise score and academic 
ranking of HPEs. Although the relation of personality 
factors to adaptive expertise is still unclear [11] some 
believe personality-related factors could be a dimension 
of it [51]. Doing an extensive review of concepts of adap-
tive expertise, several researchers [11, 51, 52] recorded 
that there were other elements in connection with adap-
tive expertise in addition to its known dimensions of 
domain-specific skills, innovation, and metacognition. 
Some of these additional constructs (elements) were 
described for the “Big Five model of personality traits” 
which includes (1) agreeableness, (2) conscientiousness, 
(3) extraversion, (6) emotional stability/neuroticism, and 
openness to experience [53]. However, Pulakos et al. [51] 
reported that three personality elements appeared to be 
most fruitful for predicting adaptive performance: open-
ness to experience, emotional stability, and achievement 
motivation. Furthermore, they stated that achievement 
motivation and interest in learning new tasks and tech-
nologies were more significant in predicting adaptive 
performance. Hence it could be believed that personal-
ity traits drive the intrinsic characteristics to be adaptive. 
Initiating the process of adaptation, finding the best way 
of problem-solving and staying engaged till the end of the 
process are driven by personal characteristics or traits 
[54]. These traits may not be identical in every individual 
or profession.
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Several studies have shown that certain parameters like 
research output (bibliometric measures) [27, 28] job sat-
isfaction and academic productivity [55] vary in relation 
to academic ranking. For example, a positive relationship 
was recorded between academic ranking and the output 
of scientific publications using different indexes such 
as SINTA (National online database system in Indone-
sia) and h-index [27, 28]. To our understanding, there is 
no information about adaptive expertise and academic 
ranking among university teachers. Therefore, the pres-
ent results of the positive relationship between adaptive 
expertise score and academic ranking of HPEs provide 
important information to the literature and consider-
ations of it for improvement of the performance of uni-
versity teachers. Although the present study could not 
identify specific personnel traits, our results encourage 
further empirical analysis in diverse national contexts 
to understand national cultural influences and identify 
characteristics of university teachers which contribute to 
being adaptive experts. Furthermore, important findings 
might be discovered by tracking their development in the 
career path and their thinking (reasoning process) about 
workaround when routines change and the need to gen-
erate new ideas and innovations.

Limitations
Caution is required when making generalisations from 
the present results due to a few limitations. Although 
the KMO value indicated an adequate sample size for 
statistical analysis, inadequate representations from dif-
ferent categories of HPEs and single-site studies limit 
the generalizability of the findings. Although statistically 
significant correlations were observed between adap-
tive expertise and both perceived work performance 
and academic ranks, these correlations ranged from 
weak to moderate. Regarding the methodology used in 
our study, another limitation arises from relying solely 
on questionnaire-based data collection. This reliance on 
self-reported data may not fully capture the nuances of 
how HPEs adapt their methodologies under varied cir-
cumstances. Although valuable, our current approach 
limits our understanding to quantitative assessments and 
might overlook the richer, qualitative insights that could 
be gleaned from direct interactions, such as interviews 
or focus group discussions. Therefore, to enhance the 
robustness and depth of future research, we recommend 
conducting a more comprehensive study that incorpo-
rates a broader sample from different faculties and uni-
versities. Additionally, integrating qualitative methods, 
such as interviews or focus group discussions, would pro-
vide a more detailed understanding of the adaptive strat-
egies employed by HPEs. The present study calculated 
the perceived work performance using three questions, 
which cannot be considered a strong measurement of 

perceived work performance. Furthermore, it is only the 
perceived performance by the respondents, and real work 
output could not be established by other means because 
of the restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Recommendations
Our study showed a relationship between adaptive exper-
tise, academic rank and work performance for university 
HPEs. Therefore, it advises universities to develop pro-
fessional programmes designed to educate and promote 
adaptive expertise among university teachers to increase 
their work performance and succeed in any disruptive 
work environment.

Ward et al. [54] stated that expertise could best be lev-
eraged by examining performance in challenging, low-
frequency, non-routine cases where adaptive skill or the 
ability to deal with the non-routine is paramount. Fur-
ther, they suggested training models to advocate using 
learning opportunities on challenging and non-rou-
tine cases based on the expert’s lived experiences. They 
are problem-focused, collaborative, and led by skilled 
facilitators [54]. Recently, Grunefeld [47] surmised that 
enhancing adaptive expertise should provide participants 
with: (1) the opportunity to acquire knowledge and skills 
relevant to the domain [13] (2) the opportunity to gain 
experience in dealing with change and novel tasks [13, 
31], and (3) multiple opportunities for deliberate practice 
in the domain [45] reviewing the literature. Therefore, 
the curriculum and content delivery of staff develop-
ment programs should emphasise these aspects in the 
development of adaptive expertise together with other 
pedagogical skills. However, there are unresolved issues 
in applying these models to tangible training objectives, 
course planning, designs and assessments, and CPD pro-
grams and await future work.

Conclusions
Adaptive expertise is crucial in any sector in an era of 
social, political, and technological changes and unex-
pected pandemics. Therefore, adaptive expertise in edu-
cation platforms has gained particular interest. This study 
contends that the significant enhancements observed 
in perceived work performance among HPEs can be 
directly attributed to the activation of adaptive expertise, 
evidenced by a significant correlation (r - 0.41). Thus, 
our finding of a lack of relationships between adaptive 
expertise score and experience and age but significant 
relationships with work performance and academic rank-
ing of university HPEs suggest adaptive expertise is not 
auto-generated or acquired with seniority and experience 
automatically, but it is a mastery that should be devel-
oped deliberately irrespective of the age and experience.

In this context, educational institutes should consider 
increasing awareness of adaptive expertise and improving 
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adaptive skills among educators (teachers) for success-
fully implementing curricula designed for developing 
adaptive expertise among students. The present study 
could fill a knowledge gap by discussing the adaptive 
skills of academic staff in relation to age, experience, aca-
demic ranking, and work performance during a restricted 
time like the COVID-19 pandemic and provide essential 
suggestions for staff development programs.
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