Evolvability: What Is It and How
DO We Get It? 4pm, Wed March 22, Th 391

Biological organisms exhibit spectacular adaptation to their environments. However, another
marvel of biology lurks behind the adaptive traits that organisms exhibit over the course of
their lifespans: it is hypothesized that biological organisms also exhibit adaptation to the evo-
lutionary process itself. That is, biological organisms are thought to possess traits that facilitate
evolution. The term evolvability was coined to describe this type of adaptation. The question
of evolvability has special practical relevance to computer science researchers engaged in long-
standing efforts to harness evolution as an algorithm for automated design. It is hoped that a
more nuanced understanding of biological evolution will translate to more powerful digital evo-
lution techniques. This talk will present a theoretical overview of evolvability, illustrated with
examples from biology and evolutionary computing, and discuss computational experiments
probing the relationship between environmental influence on the phenotype and evolvability.
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