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Foreword
We have all heard the mantra multiple times and in multiple ways. The world
is changing—fast. Technology is driving change—even faster. People need to
adapt to these changes—rapidly. People need to adapt again and again—don’t
slow down yet. In order to adapt to our rapidly changing, technology-driven
digital businesses, we need a new leadership culture, leaders with new skills,
new behaviors, new talents, new outlooks, and new ideas. The core question
for many organizations is “how do we grow the kinds of leaders we need in
the future?”. For many individuals, the question is “how do I transform myself
from a technical specialist to a technical leader?”.
Evolving Digital Leadership, by my colleague and friend James Brett, seeks to
answer these questions by drawing on years of personal experience and
extensive interviews with leaders from organizations, large and small. Growing
yourself into a leader and helping others to grow into leaders is more complex these days. But it isn’t an either/or situation, it’s a both/and situation.
Technical experts need to be leaders at times. Business leaders need to be
technically competent at times (actually at most times). As technology, specifically digital technology, increasingly moves from a business support role to
being an integral part of your businesses products and services, we need a
better model for growing leaders—one that James provides.
Is there anyone who thinks the pace of technology-driven change will lessen?
Where will we be in 5 years, or in 10? If your crystal ball is working well, let
the rest of us know. Otherwise we are probably safe in saying that advances in
technology will continue at a fever pace; those technologies will lead to more
complexity; and the importance of integrating technologies and business practices will increase. We need a roadmap to address these issues.
Why Unnatural Selection? Is this just a play on words or do the ideas behind
natural selection, the biology of survival of the fittest, provide insight into our
leadership development dilemma? A rebel group of biologists contend that
even billions of years is not enough time to generate the diversity of life we
see on our earth. They contend that there is another force at work they call
arrival of the fittest. While survival forces create small increments of change
that eventually add up to big changes, arrival forces, grounded in collaboration and cooperation, create big jumps in adaptability. Today’s pace of change
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demands more than survival and slow adaptations to change. Today we need
arrival of the fittest driving Unnatural Selection as a way to adapt to continuous change. We need to grow a cadre of unnatural, survival-skilled leaders.
So, how do we do this?
James defines the Unnatural Selection framework, at the heart of which is the
evolution helix.
The evolution helix is a four-step process designed to evolve a digital leader’s
awareness in order to constantly create and respond to change. The four
steps of the evolution helix are Awareness, Intention,Attention, and Reflection.
These may sound like traditional skills, but in this book they go beyond tradition. For example, tomorrow’s leaders need to be as aware of what they are
not measuring as what they are. Most measurements reflect what we considered to be successful yesterday. Digital leaders need to answer the question,
“What are we not measuring today that we need to measure tomorrow?”
For example, over the past 5-10 years one of the major transitions for technology (and business) leaders has been to move from a cost-driven to a valuedriven view of technology. Measurement systems tend to get locked in. When
to unlock and move on to new measures of success is one way in which digital
leaders need to be aware.
In his Unnatural Selection framework, James leverages his experience in
coaching and psychology to help us understand the nuances of how and why
people do what they do. Building on this advanced psychology, James presents
several digital specific models that help us understand and “do” digital leadership in a more effective way.
The Digital Situational Leadership model is one such tool that identifies two
axes of leadership that are essential to success:Tactical/Strategic and Delivery/
Culture. In the quadrants formed by these axes, he then describes four modes
of leadership—Get Stuff Done, Friend of the Team, Utopian, and Futurist. He
goes on to say, “All four modes are essential to success, and all are dangerous
if we spend too much time locked in one. Digital Situational Leadership is a
leader’s ability to understand the current situation and maintain their agility to
move around the four modes as required.”
In closing, I’ll just say that the Unnatural Selection framework provides a path
to answering the two key questions from the first paragraph:“How do we grow
the leaders we need now and in the future?” and “How do I transform myself
from a technical specialist to a technical leader?” Adaptability is key to surviving and thriving in tomorrow’s world. You only achieve adaptability by growing
adaptive leaders. Evolving Digital Leadership provides a path to do just this.
Jim Highsmith
Lafayette, Colorado
June 2017
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