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CHAPTER ONE

THE OPERATING SYSTEM CRISIS
Why the Leaders Who Succeeded Before Are Failing Now

The silence in the boardroom lasted exactly four seconds. It felt like 
an hour.

Jackie had just said the words she couldn’t take back: “We don’t have 
the luxury of moving at the pace of the most resistant person in 
the room.”

She watched Dr. Martinez, her Chief Medical Officer, the man who 
had championed her appointment to COO three years ago, look 
down at his notes. The other executives studied their laptops. Nobody 
met her eyes.

In that silence, Jackie saw herself through their eyes: not the visionary 
leader driving digital transformation, but the anxious executive who 
had lost connection with her own values. She sounded exactly like 
the command-and-control leaders she’d spent her career criticizing. 
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The ones who confused urgency with importance. The ones who left 
trails of burned-out direct reports and abandoned principles.

The ones she’d promised herself, standing in her first leadership role 
fifteen years ago, she would never become.

Four hours later, she found herself standing in a hospital corridor, 
fluorescent lights buzzing overhead, staring at a text from her hus-
band: Kids are asleep. You okay? She couldn’t remember the last time 
she’d tucked them in.

The irony wasn’t lost on her. She’d spent eighteen months leading 
a patient experience transformation - preaching about human con-
nection, about care, about what really matters in healthcare - while 
systematically eliminating human connection from her own life. 
Eighty-hour weeks. Missed recitals. Her daughter had stopped asking 
if she’d be at soccer games. Her son had started calling her assistant to 
find out if she’d make it home for dinner.

Her track record spoke for itself: regulatory compliance rates that 
set industry benchmarks, operational costs reduced by hundreds of 
millions over the past decade, a team that had followed her through 
two different organizations because they trusted her leadership. She 
had earned every promotion. Her expertise was genuine. Her com-
mitment was unquestionable.

And yet.

The transformation was stalling. Not from lack of investment, the 
board had approved everything she’d requested. Not from lack of 
strategy, the roadmap was sound. It was stalling because of her. Her 
instincts kept conflicting with what she knew needed to happen.
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She understood, intellectually, that transforming patient experience 
required experimentation, tolerance for ambiguity, and empower-
ing frontline teams to make decisions without waiting for executive 
approval. She’d read the research. She could give a compelling presenta-
tion on adaptive leadership and the failures of command-and-control 
in complex environments. She had given that presentation, multiple 
times, to standing ovations.

But when a pilot program in the oncology unit showed mixed early 
results, her instinct was to step in and fix it rather than let the team 
learn through iteration. When department managers came to her 
with problems, she provided solutions instead of asking questions. 
When timelines slipped, she tightened controls rather than examin-
ing whether the controls themselves were the problem.

The harder she worked, the less effective she became. The more she 
tried to drive change, the more resistance she encountered, includ-
ing, she was beginning to realize, from herself.

Standing in that corridor, Jackie finally named what she’d been 
avoiding for months: The leadership approach that built my career is 
destroying it.

She wasn’t failing because she lacked capability or commitment. She 
was failing because she was trying to run a fundamentally new kind 
of challenge on the same internal operating system that had powered 
her previous successes. And that operating system, no matter how 
hard she pushed it, couldn’t produce what this moment required.

Jackie isn’t alone.
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The Silent Crisis
Across industries and around the world, a silent crisis is unfold-
ing. The most capable leaders - the ones who built impressive track 
records, who have genuine expertise, who care deeply about getting 
things right - are experiencing a strange new kind of failure.

They’re not failing because they’re incompetent. They’re failing 
because the world has changed faster than their internal systems 
can process.

Consider the math that should keep every executive awake at night:

Seventy percent of transformation initiatives fail to achieve their 
stated goals. Not because the strategies are wrong, but because the 
leaders implementing them are running new demands on outdated 
internal operating systems. The knowing-doing gap that has always 
plagued organizations has become a chasm. Leaders know what needs 
to happen. They just can’t make themselves do it consistently.

The half-life of leadership skills is shrinking dramatically. What 
worked three years ago may already be insufficient. The certainty and 
control that defined great leadership in 2015 are liabilities in 2025. 
Skills that took years to develop can become obsolete in months.

AI is reshaping leadership faster than leaders are reshaping them-
selves. While organizations race to implement AI in operations, 
customer service, and decision-making, the humans leading those 
implementations are often the biggest bottleneck; not because they 
resist AI, but because their operating systems can’t process the com-
plexity AI creates. They’re trying to lead exponential change with 
linear internal architectures.
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The conventional explanation is that “change is hard” and “people 
resist the unfamiliar.” But that misses what’s actually happening. 
These aren’t resistant people. They’re smart, committed, capable lead-
ers whose internal systems simply weren’t built for the demands they 
now face.

They’re not broken. Their operating systems are outdated.

The Screensaver Moment
A few weeks ago, I had a conversation with my husband that per-
fectly captures what I mean by an outdated operating system.

He noticed I’d left my laptop open for hours without a screensaver 
running. “You really should use a screensaver,” he said. “You’re going 
to destroy your monitor.”

I looked up from what I was doing. “Why do I need a screensaver?”

“To save the screen,” he replied, as if this were obvious.

“But why does the screen need saving?”

I watched something shift in his expression. His words started to 
slow down. “Because if you leave an image on the screen too long, 
it...” He paused. “It burns into the...” Another pause, his pace slow-
ing even further as the realization dawned. “Actually, I don’t think 
I know.”

He pulled out his phone and asked AI for the answer. What came 
back was a lightbulb moment: screensavers became essentially obso-
lete around 2010. Modern LCD and LED screens don’t suffer from 
the burn-in that plagued old CRT monitors. The problem screensav-
ers solved hasn’t existed for over a decade.
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My husband had been running “screensaver protocol” for fifteen 
years after it stopped being useful - not because he was unintelligent, 
but because the belief had been installed when it was true and had 
never been examined since.

After the laughter subsided, I asked him: “I wonder where else this 
shows up in our lives? Where we believe something that was true in 
the past without ever examining if those beliefs are still true and serv-
ing current reality?”

He got quiet. So did I.

Because the answer, of course, is everywhere.

This is the essence of an outdated operating system. It’s not dramatic 
or obvious. It’s thousands of small beliefs, assumptions, and patterns 
that were installed when they were useful and have been running ever 
since - never questioned, never updated, invisible in their operation 
but powerful in their effects.

Your leadership operating system is full of screensavers -  beliefs and 
behaviors that made perfect sense when they were installed but are 
now creating friction without your awareness. The certainty that 
served you as an early-career expert. The control that protected you 
when you had less organizational power. The self-sufficiency that 
helped you prove yourself in competitive environments. All of these 
may be running long past their expiration date.

The question isn’t whether you have outdated patterns. You do. We 
all do.

The question is whether you’re willing to examine them.
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The Operating System You Didn’t Know You Had
Every computer runs on an operating system - the foundational 
software that determines how the machine processes information, 
manages resources, and executes commands. When you install a new 
application, it runs on top of this operating system. If the OS is out-
dated, even the most sophisticated software will lag, crash, or fail to 
function at all. No amount of new applications can compensate for a 
fundamental mismatch between what you’re asking the system to do 
and what it was designed to handle.

Leaders have operating systems too.

Your leadership OS is the underlying architecture of thoughts, beliefs, 
mental models, emotional patterns, behavioral defaults, values, and 
communication habits that determine how you process reality and 
respond to it. It’s the invisible layer beneath your skills and knowl-
edge - the system that shapes how you actually show up when the 
pressure is on, when the stakes are high, when there’s no playbook 
to follow.

This operating system wasn’t installed at random. It was built over 
years, even decades, through education, early career experiences, 
organizational cultures, successes and failures, mentors and role 
models, rewards and punishments. Every leadership lesson you 
absorbed, every feedback session that shaped your approach, every 
crisis that taught you what works - all of it contributed code to your 
internal OS.

Most of this code was written without your conscious awareness. 
You didn’t sit down and decide, “I will believe that leaders must have 
all the answers.” That belief was installed through watching how 
authority figures were treated when they admitted uncertainty. You 
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didn’t choose to suppress emotion under pressure—you learned it 
by observing what happened to people who showed vulnerability in 
your early career environments.

For most of your career, this operating system served you well. The 
patterns you developed helped you navigate complexity, build cred-
ibility, and deliver results. Your decisiveness, your expertise, your 
ability to maintain control under pressure—these weren’t accidents. 
They were features of an operating system optimized for a particu-
lar environment.

The problem is that the environment has fundamentally changed.

And your operating system hasn’t kept pace.

You’re running 2025 challenges on a 2015 operating system; or in 
some cases -  on an operating system that was architected in 1995, 
when the world was unrecognizably different.

When Strengths Become Liabilities
Here’s the most counterintuitive truth about leadership in this 
moment: the safest strategy is now the riskiest one.

For decades, good leaders protected their organizations from fail-
ure. The safest path was proven approaches and incremental change. 
Prudent management meant avoiding unnecessary risk. But trans-
formation requires experimentation with uncertain outcomes. 
Organizations that won’t experiment won’t learn fast enough to com-
pete, or to survive. Playing it safe has become the riskiest strategy 
of all.

This inversion isn’t isolated. It’s happening across every capability 
that built successful careers over the past two decades.
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The Certainty Trap. A manufacturing executive I worked with 
had built his reputation on decisiveness. “My team knows that 
when I make a call, it’s final,” he told me proudly in our first ses-
sion. Six months later, his company had missed two major market 
shifts because his team had stopped bringing him information that 
contradicted his decisions. His certainty, the very quality that had 
earned him the corner office, had become a liability that was blinding 
the organization.

Leaders were valued for having answers, for cutting through ambigu-
ity with confident direction. But today’s complex challenges often 
defy pattern-matching from past experience. AI surfaces possibilities 
that defy intuition. The pace of change means that by the time you’re 
certain, the opportunity has passed. The new currency isn’t having 
answers—it’s asking better questions.

The Control Paradox. Effective leaders once stayed close to details, 
reviewed important decisions, ensured quality through involvement. 
But organizations now move too fast for centralized control. While 
you’re reviewing, competitors move. AI-enabled organizations oper-
ate at speeds that human oversight can’t match. The leader who needs 
to review everything becomes the bottleneck that slows everything. 
Control, pursued directly, destroys itself.

The Expertise Paradox. Career progression meant becoming the 
expert. Mastery took years but delivered lasting authority. But exper-
tise has a shorter half-life than ever. AI can master technical domains 
in ways humans can’t compete with. The leaders who win aren’t those 
who know the most, they’re those who learn the fastest and help their 
teams learn alongside them. Knowledge that took years to accumu-
late can be obsolete in months.

This isn’t a failure of leadership, it’s an evolution of context. What 
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worked brilliantly in one era becomes insufficient in the next. The 
capabilities that earned you your current role may be precisely what’s 
holding your organization back.

Like screensavers, these patterns were useful once. Like screensav-
ers, they’re running long past their expiration date. Like screensavers, 
they’re so familiar you’ve probably never thought to question them.

The AI Acceleration
Every shift described above is now accelerating because of AI.

AI doesn’t just add one more change to manage. It fundamentally 
alters the speed and complexity of everything else. It’s not a new 
application running on the same operating system, it’s a force that 
exposes every limitation in your current OS and demands capabili-
ties that many leaders have never developed.

Compressing decision timelines. AI generates insights and options 
faster than traditional processes can evaluate them. By the time 
you’ve processed the implications of one AI-generated recommenda-
tion, three more have arrived. The cognitive load is overwhelming, 
unless your operating system is built for it.

Expanding complexity exponentially. AI doesn’t simplify - it 
reveals complexity that was always there but couldn’t be processed. 
Leaders face more variables, more interconnections, more second-
order effects than ever before. The illusion that you could understand 
everything has shattered.

Reshaping what “expertise” means. When AI can master technical 
domains overnight, human expertise shifts from knowing to judging, 
from having answers to asking better questions. The value you pro-
vide is no longer what you know but how you think.
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Creating human-AI collaboration demands. The leaders who 
thrive won’t be those who use AI as a tool or resist it as a threat. 
They’ll be those who design new kinds of human-AI collaboration 
that neither humans nor AI could accomplish alone.

Accelerating the obsolescence of outdated operating systems. The 
gap between leaders running current OS and those running outdated 
versions is widening faster than ever. In the pre-AI era, you could 
coast on an outdated operating system for years before consequences 
became visible. Now, the gap becomes obvious in months.

This is why “waiting to see how AI plays out” is not a strategy. By the 
time the picture becomes clear, leaders with outdated operating sys-
tems will be too far behind to catch up. The time to upgrade is now.

The Gap Between Knowing and Doing
If you’ve been leading for any length of time, you’ve probably encoun-
tered this frustrating reality: understanding what to do differently is 
far easier than actually doing it.

You know you should delegate more, but when the stakes are high, 
you find yourself jumping in. You understand the value of psycho-
logical safety, but when someone challenges your idea in a meeting, 
your defenses rise before you can catch them. You’ve read about 
growth mindset, but when you face a significant setback, the old 
voice of self-criticism returns with full force.

This knowing-doing gap represents the greatest untapped oppor-
tunity in leadership development. And it persists because most 
development efforts focus on adding knowledge and skills while 
ignoring the mechanism that determines whether those additions 
can actually translate into action.
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That mechanism is your operating system.

When Jackie found herself snapping at her CMO about AI time-
lines, she wasn’t lacking knowledge about collaborative leadership. 
She wasn’t missing skills in facilitation or emotional intelligence. She 
had all of that. She was running new demands on an outdated oper-
ating system, and the old system won.

Here’s what’s actually happening when the gap appears:

Your conscious intentions run on the new software. You’ve learned 
new approaches, adopted new frameworks, committed to new behav-
iors. The updated version of yourself lives in your conscious mind, 
ready to be deployed.

But your automatic responses still run on the old operating 
system. When pressure rises, when stakes increase, when your ner-
vous system detects threat—the old patterns take over. Not because 
you’re weak or undisciplined. Because that’s how operating systems 
work. They’re designed to run automatically, beneath conscious 
awareness, especially when cognitive load is high.

The path forward isn’t more knowledge. It isn’t trying harder. It isn’t 
another conference or another book added to the pile of things you 
know but don’t do.

The path forward is upgrading the operating system itself.

The Integration Imperative
Through years of working with leaders across industries, I’ve identi-
fied a pattern in how sustainable leadership transformation actually 
happens, and why it so often doesn’t.
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Most leaders understand the basic cycle of achievement: ambition 
leads to planning, planning leads to knowledge, knowledge leads to 
action. This cycle makes logical sense. It’s how we’ve been taught 
to approach professional development since the earliest stages of 
our careers.

And yet, for many leaders, it produces disappointing results. They 
cycle through ambition, planning, knowledge and action - and find 
themselves back where they started, frustrated that nothing has fun-
damentally changed.

What’s missing? The element that sits at the center of the cycle and 
determines whether everything else actually works: integration.

Integration is the process of harmonizing your ambition, planning, 
knowledge, and action so that your efforts become purposeful, 
coherent, and aligned with your vision and values. It’s the linchpin 
that transforms intellectual understanding into embodied capability 
- that turns what you know into who you are.

This is precisely what Jackie experienced. She had the ambition, no 
one could question her commitment to transformation. She had 
the planning—her strategy was sound. She had the knowledge, she 
could articulate what needed to happen. And she had action, she 
was working eighty-hour weeks. But she hadn’t done the integration 
work. Her inner game remained unchanged. So, every new insight 
she gained ran into the same outdated operating system, producing 
the same frustrating results.

Here’s the connection that changes everything: integration is what a 
properly functioning leadership operating system produces.

When your OS is upgraded - when your beliefs, mindsets, emotional 
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processing, thought patterns, behavioral defaults, values alignment, 
and communication protocols are all working together coherently 
- integration happens naturally. Your ambition aligns with your 
actions. Your knowledge translates into capability. The gap between 
knowing and doing begins to close, not through willpower, but 
through architecture.

The Cost of Running Outdated Software
The consequences of operating system mismatch extend far beyond 
individual frustration. They ripple through teams, cultures, and 
entire organizations.

Friction and burnout. When your internal OS can’t process the 
demands being placed on it, everything takes more effort than it 
should. You find yourself working harder with diminishing returns. 
The exhaustion isn’t just physical, it’s the deep fatigue of constantly 
fighting your own patterns.

Cascading cultural effects. Leaders running outdated operating 
systems create environments that reflect those limitations. Teams 
develop avoidance patterns, resistance behaviors, and protective 
adaptations. Talent leaves for environments where they can do their 
best work.

Failed AI integration. Organizations invest millions in AI technol-
ogy that threatens their people or challenges their leaders’ mental 
models. Leaders running threat-response OS communicate anxiety 
about AI that spreads through their organizations. The technology 
works; the leadership doesn’t.

The cumulative cost is staggering - not just in dollars, though 
research suggests that ineffective leadership costs organizations bil-
lions annually. The deeper cost is in human potential left unrealized: 
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the innovations that weren’t built, the transformations that weren’t 
led, the futures that didn’t happen because the leadership capacity 
wasn’t there.

Why This Book, Why Me
I didn’t learn about outdated operating systems from a textbook. I 
learned by running one, and nearly crashing because of it.

I grew up in Soviet Ukraine during the final decades of communism, 
in a culture with rigid rules about who you could be and how you 
were allowed to show up. Emotions were considered weakness. Con-
formity was survival. As a female who was also left-handed, unusually 
intelligent and eventually came out as bisexual in a violently intoler-
ant environment, I learned early that the parts of myself that didn’t 
fit the system had to be hidden or suppressed.

In that world, I developed an operating system optimized for con-
straint. I learned to read subtle cues, navigate complex group 
dynamics, suppress what didn’t fit, and perform whatever version 
of myself the system required. These weren’t conscious choices, they 
were adaptations encoded into my internal architecture through 
years of necessity.

When I eventually built a career in the West - earning advanced 
degrees, climbing to executive roles, becoming one of the youngest 
members of a publicly traded company’s leadership team, I assumed 
I had left that old operating system behind. I was successful, after all. 
The evidence suggested the system was working.

Then, in 2013, my body delivered a message I couldn’t ignore. A 
cancer scare, caught early but jarring enough to crack the illusion 
of invincibility. Then bilateral knee surgeries that forced me to stop 
moving for a year.
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In that stillness, I finally heard what my spirit had been whispering 
for decades: the operating system I was running wasn’t mine. It had been 
installed by a culture I no longer lived in, optimized for survival in 
conditions that no longer applied. And it was slowly destroying me.

That year became my catalyst. I examined beliefs I didn’t know I 
held. I questioned patterns I had assumed were just “who I am.” 
Slowly, painfully, and then with increasing clarity, I upgraded.

What I discovered in that process became the foundation for every-
thing I now teach. Over the past 16 years, I’ve refined these frameworks 
through thousands of hours of executive coaching, through teaching 
leadership and innovation at MIT Professional Education, through 
writing for Forbes, through working with leaders at startups and For-
tune 500 companies across healthcare, technology, financial services 
and aerospace.

I’ve seen what works. I’ve seen what doesn’t. And I’ve learned that 
what separates leaders who transform from those who stay stuck isn’t 
talent or intelligence or commitment. It’s whether they do the oper-
ating system work.

I wrote this book because I believe this work shouldn’t require a crisis 
to initiate. And I wrote it because this moment - with AI reshaping 
every industry, with complexity accelerating beyond any individual’s 
ability to control it - requires leaders who’ve done the deeper work.

The human upgrade isn’t optional anymore.

What This Book Is - And What It Isn’t
This is not a book of tips and tricks. It’s not a collection of frame-
works you’ll understand intellectually and then struggle to apply. It’s 
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not another set of best practices that assumes your internal system is 
ready to execute them.

This is a playbook for rewiring the architecture that prevents you 
from being what you already know you should be.

It’s built on what I call the 7-5-3 Human Upgrade Code™:

Seven operating system components - beliefs, mindsets, emotional 
processing, thought patterns, behavioral defaults, values alignment, 
and communication protocols - form the internal architecture that 
gets upgraded.

Five premium skillsets - cognitive flexibility, emotional intelligence 
at scale, human-AI collaboration design, strategic sensemaking, and 
exponential thinking - emerge when those upgraded components 
work together in integration.

Three system foundations - Curiosity, Care, and Courage - create 
cultural infrastructure that enables individual upgrades to scale 
through teams and organizations.

The Five AI Leadership Shifts™ - covered in Chapter Thirteen - show 
you how to apply this timeless architecture to the current moment of 
AI transformation.

The Journey Ahead
The book is organized in four parts:

Part One: Diagnosis (Chapters 1-3) establishes the foundation. 
You’ll learn the anatomy of an outdated operating system, see how 
your current patterns developed, and understand why the upgrade 
imperative is so urgent in the AI era.
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Part Two: Internal Architecture (Chapters 4-10) takes you deep 
into the seven components of your leadership operating system - 
beliefs, mindsets, emotional processing, thought patterns, behavioral 
defaults, values, and communication protocols. Each chapter shows 
you what an upgrade looks like and how to implement it.

Part Three: From Insight to Integration (Chapter 11) reveals what 
emerges when upgraded components work together - the five pre-
mium skillsets that define AI-era leadership: cognitive flexibility, 
emotional intelligence at scale, human-AI collaboration design, stra-
tegic sensemaking, and exponential thinking.

Part Four: Scaling at Systems Level (Chapters 12-14) shows how 
to extend your personal transformation into collective capacity. The 
House of Empathy™ framework creates conditions where others can 
upgrade too, you’ll learn specifically how to lead AI transformation 
in ways that most leaders get wrong, and you’ll establish practices for 
ongoing development.

An Invitation
I won’t pretend this work is easy. Upgrading your operating system 
means examining patterns you’ve relied on for years, possibly decades. 
It means sitting with discomfort rather than rushing to resolve it. 
It means accepting that some of what made you successful will not 
make you successful going forward, especially as AI reshapes what 
leadership requires.

But I will tell you this: the leaders who do this work report some-
thing unexpected. They describe not just greater effectiveness, but 
greater ease. Not working harder, but working differently, in a way 
that feels more aligned with who they actually are. The friction that 
consumed so much energy begins to dissolve. The gap between 



The Operating System Crisis

21

knowing and doing starts to close. And the capabilities the AI era 
demands - cognitive flexibility, emotional intelligence at scale, stra-
tegic sensemaking amid complexity - begin to emerge naturally from 
the upgraded foundation.

Jackie, the healthcare executive standing in that hospital corridor at 
night, eventually made the shift. It required her to do something that 
didn’t come naturally: stop trying to fix the transformation and start 
examining the operating system she was bringing to it.

Through focused work on her leadership OS, upgrading her beliefs 
about what leadership required, rewiring her emotional processing 
patterns, building new behavioral defaults, Jackie found what she 
came to call her “strong ground.” A foundation of clarity about who 
she was as a leader that didn’t depend on having all the answers or 
maintaining control of every variable.

The results showed up in ways both measurable and intangible. 
Patient experience scores began moving. Middle managers who had 
been resisting started engaging. Teams that had felt overwhelmed 
found their footing. Jackie started getting home for dinner.

But something else emerged that Jackie hadn’t anticipated. As her 
organization began integrating AI into clinical workflows, she 
noticed she was leading differently than her peers at other health sys-
tems. Where others resisted or over-relied on the technology, Jackie 
approached it with curiosity. Where others struggled to help their 
teams adapt, Jackie created psychological safety for experimentation. 
The upgraded operating system hadn’t just made her more effective - 
it had made her AI-ready.

“I used to feel like I was translating all the time,” she told me months 
later. “Like the leader I needed to be was somehow different from 
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who I actually was. Now I understand - I wasn’t lacking anything. 
I just needed to upgrade the system that was processing everything. 
Once I found my strong ground, everything else started to flow, 
including how I lead through all this change.”

That’s the journey this book offers. Not becoming someone different 
but becoming more fully who you already are, with an operat-
ing system capable of expressing it. An operating system built for 
this moment.

The future belongs to leaders who make this upgrade. The question 
isn’t whether you’re capable of it. You are.

The question is whether you’re ready to begin.

f
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