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Praise for Chief Impact Officer
The Imperative of People and Culture in a Tech-Driven World
In today’s rapidly evolving, technology-centric landscape, it’s easy for C-level executives to become singularly focused on digital transformation and AI integration.
However, I firmly believe that the true competitive differentiator isn’t found solely in our code or our cloud infrastructure, but in the people who build and maintain them.
We must treat our organizational culture not as a soft, secondary metric, but as a strategic asset. A vibrant, inclusive culture that encourages psychological safety, continuous learning, and experimentation is the foundation upon which innovation is built.
Without a strong culture, even the most sophisticated technology stack will fail to achieve its potential, leading to burnout, high turnover, and a stagnation of creative problem-solving. Prioritizing culture ensures we retain top talent and cultivate an environment where they are motivated to bring their best ideas to the table every single day. 
The second critical component is the commitment to growing every single employee to their fullest potential. In a world where the half-life of a technical skill is constantly shrinking, talent development is no longer a luxury—it’s an operational necessity.
We must invest heavily in personalized learning paths, mentorship, and cross-functional opportunities that challenge our people to acquire skills beyond their immediate job description. This commitment not only future-proofs our workforce against technological obsolescence but also fosters a deep sense of loyalty and purpose within the organization. When employees see a clear path for growth, they are more engaged, more resilient to change, and far more likely to contribute to long-term corporate success. It’s a simple equation: we grow our people, and in turn, they grow the business. 
Ultimately, the most successful enterprises in the next decade will be those that strike a harmonious balance between cutting-edge technology and human potential. As C-level leaders, our mandate is to be the architects of this balance. This means systematically dismantling silos, rewarding collaboration over individual heroism, and embedding our core values into every decision we make, from hiring to product development.
By fostering a culture of continuous improvement and empowering our people with the resources and autonomy they need, we ensure that our people remain the most adaptable and powerful engine of innovation we possess. This isn’t just a people strategy; it’s the definitive strategy for sustainable, market-leading growth in the modern era.
This book provides a comprehensive roadmap from a seasoned industry leader who fully understands how to make this mandate for sustainable excellence in an ever-changing world a reality.

—Mike Richardson,
retired, former CIO Nordstrom


Foreword
When you’ve spent your career at the intersection of technology and trust, you learn a simple truth: transformation isn’t about tools—it’s about people. I’ve had the privilege of leading through major technology waves over the past three decades: the rise of the web, the explosion of mobile, the migration to cloud, and now the era of AI. Each wave promised speed, scale, and efficiency. Each delivered those things—But only for leaders who understand that culture is the most important differentiator in transformation. Even the best strategy and transformation plan will fail if the culture required to execute it is weak, misaligned, or toxic. A brilliant plan doesn’t matter if the people, behaviors, norms, and values of the organization don’t support it.
Strong foundations accelerate progress. Weak ones collapse under pressure.
That’s why this book matters.
I’ve known Julie Averill for more than ten years, she doesn’t just modernize systems—she rewires organizations for resilience. She doesn’t just deploy technology—she builds cultures where people can speak truthfully, take risks, and own outcomes. In a world obsessed with disruption, Julie reminds us that the most powerful force for change isn’t an algorithm. It’s a leader who knows how to bring people along with them. People don’t execute a strategy because a slide tells them to—they execute when they are engaged, supported, and aligned.
Julie’s career spans some of the most iconic brands in retail—Nordstrom, REI, and lululemon—where she turned technology from a back-office function into a strategic capability. But what sets her apart isn’t the scale of those transformations. It’s the way she led them: with clarity, courage, and a steadfast belief that people are the multiplier, not the constraint. When lululemon’s website crashed three days before she officially started, she didn’t have authority yet. What she had was influence—the ability to rally a team around a shared goal and turn crisis into opportunity and the seed for cultural change. That moment became the foundation for an eight-year journey that scaled the company from $2 billion to over $10 billion in revenue.
I’ve seen the same pattern play out across industries. The leaders who thrive in times of change aren’t the ones with the biggest budgets or the fanciest tech stacks. They are the ones who can create trust in a way that fosters expertise to surface early. Who can unite teams across boundaries. Who can make progress through uncertainty and develop others so capability scales. These aren’t soft skills. They are performance skills in a world where change never waits. This is how successful leaders create a culture that enables their teams and people to reach their full accretive value.
AI makes this more urgent than ever. It shifts power toward the people who understand the data scientist who sees a pattern no executive can, a product manager who knows what collaboration makes possible, a store manager who spots friction before headquarters does.
AI makes this more urgent than ever. It shifts power to the people who understand the details, ask better questions and drive decisions closer to actual work. Hierarchies slow you down. Influence moves you forward. That’s why the capabilities Julie teaches in this book—power fluency, sensemaking, psychological safety, human grounding, and inclusive capacity-building—aren’t optional. They’re the operating system for leadership in the AI era.
What I love about this book is that it’s not theory. It’s lived experience. Julie takes you inside the moments that shaped her leadership: the childhood lessons in systems thinking from a catcher’s crouch, the quiet strength learned from a mother who refused to accept limits, the hard truths about authenticity that came from years of hiding who she was. She shares the crises that tested her—outages, acquisitions, pandemics—and the decisions that defined her: consolidating teams to build trust, killing failed projects openly, embedding innovation into operations instead of isolating it. These stories aren’t just compelling. They’re practical. Each chapter ends with actions you can take now, because transformation doesn’t wait for perfect conditions. It starts with what you do next.
Security, Trust, and Influence
In my experience leading digital transformation at Microsoft, especially during my tenure as Chief Information Security Officer, trust was the foundation of everything we did
Security isn’t just about technology or defense—it’s about confidence. It’s the foundation that lets you move faster, recover quickly, and innovate safely. It shouldn’t slow progress, it should make progress possible. People need to believe that their data, their privacy, and their future are protected. That belief doesn’t come from control alone. It comes from influence.
I often say: “Sphere of influence is always more important than span of control.” In security, you rarely own every system, every process, or every decision. You succeed by influencing people across boundaries—helping them understand risks, make better choices, and embed security into the way they work. That’s true for every transformation. Authority can enforce compliance. Influence creates commitment. And commitment is what scales.
Julie understands this better than anyone. Her approach to leadership mirrors what I’ve seen in the most resilient security programs: build trust early, distribute responsibility, and create environments where people surface problems before they become crises. Whether you’re securing a global enterprise or scaling AI responsibly, the principle is the same: influence moves faster than control. And in a world where technology changes daily, speed matters.

A Personal Perspective
One of my favorite memories of working with Julie came during a cross-industry security and technology leadership forum. We were discussing the challenge of embedding security into innovation without slowing down progress—a tension every leader feels. Julie didn’t just offer a solution; she reframed the problem. She said, “f security feels like a gate, you’ve already lost. It must feel like a guardrail—something that enables speed, not limits it.” That insight sparked a conversation that changed how several companies approached secure innovation. It was classic Julie: clear, practical, and deeply human. She didn’t dominate the room with authority; she influenced it with wisdom. That’s leadership in action.
I’ve spent my career helping organizations protect what matters most—security, privacy, trust—while enabling innovation at scale. I’ve seen what happens when leaders treat transformation as a technology problem instead of a human one. They buy tools instead of building capability. They chase pilots instead of defining success. They create complexity that sends the bill later, with interest. Julie’s approach is the antidote. She shows you how to start with clarity, build the muscle before you add the weight, and lead in a way that makes people believe in the future you’re asking them to create.
If you’re holding this book, you’re probably facing a moment of change. Maybe you’re implementing AI. Maybe you’re scaling globally. Maybe you’re trying to turn a vision into reality without all the answers. Whatever your context, here’s my advice: read this book thoughtfully. Sit with the questions Julie asks. Apply the principles she shares. Because the future isn’t just about technology. It’s about trust. And trust is built one decision, one conversation, one act of courage at a time.
Julie Averill has given us more than a playbook for transformation. She’s given us a blueprint for leadership that lasts. In a world where algorithms will keep getting smarter, this book reminds us of something essential: the most powerful intelligence in any organization is still human.


—Bret Arsenault
Chief Information Security Officer: Emeritus Microsoft

Introduction
Transformation with Impact
Leaders everywhere are being asked to deliver AI-driven change. New tools, new budgets, big expectations. But what will set successful leaders apart isn’t how much technology they deploy. It’s how well they develop the human capabilities that turn tools into impact.
You can approve funding. You can set priorities. But results only happen when people trust the direction, feel ownership in the work, and can speak up when the truth is uncomfortable. That’s been at the center of everything I’ve learned as a leader, and it’s the thesis of this book: real transformation comes from human, not artificial, intelligence.
AI makes human capability more important, not less. It changes how decisions get made and who has insight worth hearing. It rewards leaders who build alignment early, learn fast, and create space for others to contribute.

The Pattern We’ve Seen Before
Every major technology wave creates urgency. And urgency leads to shortcuts.
During the dot-com years, companies rushed to build websites because everyone else had one. The winners asked what the internet could make possible for their customers. Cloud adoption followed the same pattern. Many expected automatic savings and speed. The leaders who gained the most understood that cloud wasn’t a destination—it was a different way of operating.
The same thing is happening with AI. Some treat it as a project or a purchase. Others see it as an opportunity to rethink how they create value.
The difference comes down to leadership.

Why this Matters Now
When you’ve already built trust, fast decisions become possible. I learned that at Nordstrom. We made a call about inventory visibility that created a $250 million revenue lift within months. That wasn’t magic. It was the result of relationships, clarity, and accountability that existed before we needed them.
At lululemon, I learned the opposite lesson. Two days before I officially started, the website went down for twenty hours. I discovered the outage, but more importantly, I found the systems underneath it—the people, the processes, the technology. That moment showed me ownership, transparency, and a bias for action was what we needed to build.
What both lessons taught me is that transformation is a human problem first. Technology just amplifies whatever capability already exists.
And right now, AI is forcing that truth into the open.
You can’t bolt artificial intelligence onto broken processes and dysfunctional teams and expect transformation. The technology exposes unclear decision rights, territorial behavior, and people hoarding information instead of sharing it. AI doesn’t fix your culture. It reveals it.
At the same time, the workforce has changed. Gen Z watched their parents perform loyalty to companies that laid them off by spreadsheet. They’re not buying it. They want to be part of something real, and they’ll walk away from prestige and paychecks if the culture is hollow or the leadership is phony. They’re right to.
This convergence is what makes the old playbook fail. Command and control, information as power, transformation by decree—none of it works anymore. Not for harnessing AI’s potential, and not for earning commitment from people who have options.
The leaders who will make it are the ones who build trust before they need it, who tell the truth even when it’s uncomfortable, and who understand that technology is the easy part.
This book is for anyone leading change without absolute authority. Which, let’s be honest, is most of us.
You might be on a board trying to figure out which human capabilities actually matter for AI strategy. You might be an executive who knows your technology investments will fail without the right culture. A product leader who can’t ship without cross-functional commitment. An HR leader tired of culture being dismissed as “soft stuff.” A manager translating strategy into something people can execute. An entrepreneur with nothing but influence.
Or you might just want to have real impact in your work. This book will change how you see leadership—not as a position, but as a choice you make about how you show up. If your impact depends on other people believing in the work, this book gives you the tools.

What You Will Learn
You’ll see real examples from Nordstrom, REI, and lululemon that show how transformation works when technology and people advance together.
Part 1, “Foundations,” explores what shaped me before I held a leadership title. My father teaching me systems thinking from a catcher’s crouch. My mother showing me that strength doesn’t announce itself. The cost of hiding who I was. Early learnings at Nordstrom and REI where I learned how influence really works.
Part 2, “Transformation,” takes you inside the lululemon years. The opportunities seized, the foundations built, and the culture that let us scale from $2 billion to over $10 billion. Building leadership before scaling systems. Maintaining high standards while creating safety. Expanding globally while staying local. The pandemic that proved everything we’d built was real.
Part 3, “Leading Forward,” examines what endures when you’re gone. When to stay and when to leave. What it means to bet on yourself. And the question every leader eventually faces: was the transformation real, or did it depend on you being there to push it?
Throughout, you’ll find sections that connect the stories to capabilities you can develop now. Not because AI is the only transformation that matters, but because it’s accelerating every other one.

The Invitation
Technology doesn’t transform companies. People do. AI will amplify whatever leadership exists, strong or weak.
The goal isn’t to build better workers. It’s to develop better humans who happen to do extraordinary work because you helped them become more capable, more confident, more fully themselves.
That’s what this book is about. Let’s begin.




Part 1:
Foundations
The capabilities that matter most for transformation take time to build. And sometimes you don’t know you’re building them until you look back and see that they became the foundation upon which you built everything.
Systems thinking. Self-worth that doesn’t depend on external validation. The courage to speak truth when silence is easier. The ability to build trust across difference. These aren’t skills you can acquire in a weekend workshop or from a consulting framework. They’re patterns formed through experience, tested under pressure, and refined over time.
The chapters in this section aren’t chronological career milestones. They’re the foundational experiences that shaped how I think, lead, and transform. Some came from baseball fields and family businesses. Some came from corporate environments that taught me what I wouldn’t accept. Some came from adopting a son across continents and learning what real partnership looks like.
You’re building your own foundation right now whether you realize it or not. The question is whether you’re paying attention to what the experiences are teaching you.
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Chapter 1
Before I Even Started
Own What’s Broken
May 22, 2017—two days before I officially joined lululemon—I was sitting in my living room with my wife Cindy and our oldest son Mason. They were watching the NBA playoffs. I was half-listening to the game while on the phone with the lululemon interim CIO, getting oriented. “Check out the ABC pant,” he said. “One of our bestsellers.”
I pulled up the website, clicked on a product, and read “temporary savasana. We’re usually awesome at this.” It was a 404 Error. Another product. Another cute message.
“Hey,” I said, “a couple of product pages aren’t working.”
He paused. “Which ones?”
“Shouldn’t all of them be working?”
He asked me to screenshot and email it. I wanted to get the team on the phone and treat it as a high-priority incident, but I wasn’t an employee yet. So, I sent the email.
That email became my introduction to the team. The site stayed down for eighteen more hours. The CEO blamed IBM publicly two weeks later. But the real problem wasn’t the technology.
The site was fully outsourced. We had no visibility, no monitoring, no escalation path. Oracle confirmed the site was down but didn’t know why. The company was on an old version of Oracle’s ATG software and the support was limited.
I picked up the phone. I called my contacts at Oracle and learned the data center hosting the lululemon website had been sold to IBM and nobody knew who was responsible anymore. Then I called an executive at IBM who tracked down the data center owner. They didn’t realize they were hosting lululemon.com.
Eventually, through a string of phone calls and referrals, I found the issue. An entire data center had gone down. It happened to be hosting lululemon’s site.
Our site was down for twenty hours. Those twenty hours told me everything I needed to know. We weren’t broken. There was just no intentional design, no architecture, no bigger purpose. That’s where transformation starts.
No alerts. No drop detection. No ownership.
Those twenty hours felt endless. I hadn’t even started and was already in crisis mode. My boss was panicking, my team was calm. There was nothing they could do. The vendors seemed indifferent.
I questioned my decision to join before I even walked through the door. I’d spent decades building expertise, reputation, credibility. I’d taken a role at a company I barely knew, drawn in by the brand’s potential. Now I was sitting in my Seattle living room, watching my new company’s digital presence disappear into the void.
All I knew was twenty hours of silence from a brand I’d just bet my career on.
Three days into my tenure, Jim Cramer mentioned it on CNBC, “Julie Averill better get to work.”
He wasn’t wrong.
That outage taught me what I should have already known, which is that you can’t transform a company if you don’t own what matters most. Real transformation starts with claiming control. We didn’t need to build everything, but we needed to own it.
That brittleness wasn’t just technical. It revealed something deeper. Leaders can’t outsource ownership. Authentic leadership begins by facing what’s broken and claiming responsibility for it.
My family and I were about to go on an eight-year rocket-ship ride on this unicorn of a company—helping grow it nearly 5x in eight years, earning a global reputation, and pushing every boundary to innovate, imagine what was possible, and create an unbelievable future. But, I’m getting ahead of myself.

You Can’t Outsource What Matters Most
In my first month, as I was scrambling to get the team together and build a plan for the new website, I first needed to make sure the old one didn’t collapse. I called Oracle, our hosting partner, to talk about website resilience. They were the same vendor behind the twenty-hour outage. I wanted to know what they planned to do about it.
Now, for perspective and fairness, Oracle had received very little direction from lululemon prior to this. The three confident salesmen (yes men), walked in polished and confident, schooled from years of an easy relationship. They brought multiple copies of a bound PowerPoint. I wanted a conversation, not a presentation, but took deep breathes to respect the history.
The lead consultant opened his laptop, smiled, and said, “We think you’ll be pleased with this solution. As a new CIO, you want to have the peace of mind to know that if the site goes down again, it won’t be 20 hours.” It probably would have been better if they had started with an apology for all the revenue lost with the outage they were responsible for.
Those deep breathes turned to shallow ones rather quickly, as I flipped to the price tag for this “peace of mind.” $6 million. Flowcharts. Diagrams. Slides promising “enterprise-grade redundancy.” I could tell they expected easy approval. New CIO, big brand, fresh budget. My questions seemed to surprise him.
“Let me make sure I understand this,” I said. My signature phrase for “this makes no sense and I’m going to show you why.”
“You’re not proposing any way to ensure the site stays up, such as monitoring or actual resilience. Instead you’re proposing another data center with another instance of the website, that I would have the option to manually light up after being down for at least six hours. Is that correct?”
He didn’t flinch. “Julie, this is the gold standard in the industry. The biggest retailers use it. What you’re really buying is peace of mind.”
“That’s not prevention. That’s waiting to fail,” I said.
This reminded me of early in my career when a senior engineer told me, “Julie, let me put this in simple terms that you can understand.” I have more, shall we say, executive presence now than I did at 22, thankfully. I just smiled and let him continue, knowing that I would speak my truth soon. I didn’t need peace of mind. I needed accountability. And I knew that was something I needed to build, not buy.
“I appreciate the effort,” I said. “But six hours of downtime isn’t acceptable for a company growing this fast. We need proactive monitoring, real-time alerting, automatic recovery. If the site goes down, our guests shouldn’t even notice.”
The room went quiet. My infrastructure leads were listening as closely as the vendors. For years, they’d been trained to manage vendor relationships, not demand outcomes.
That meeting made one thing clear. We weren’t going to rebuild our foundation by buying more decks or deferring decisions. We had to put our hands back on the wheel. But I also knew owning everything wouldn’t fix anything if we didn’t know what we were building toward. That’s where vision stopped being a poster on the wall and became the thing that truly guided decisions.

Vision as a Filter
Our technology vision was never “let’s move to the cloud” or “let’s modernize our tech stack,” though we did both of those things. It was about building a company that could scale without breaking, stay solid when things got tough, work globally, and still feel human. Technology was how we’d get there, not the point.
The company was growing at hyper scale, and the vision had to match that reality.
This vision became the filter for every decision. Which vendors to pick, which projects got funding, which teams to build first. When something didn’t serve the vision, it was easier to say no.
The companies that win treat vision like a north star. They understand the true levers of the company and aim to find innovative ways to add value. Those that just spin their wheels treat vision like a tech roadmap with a to-do list. They chase pilots and fall behind while the board reads success in the quantity of “AI initiatives” underway. I’m watching it play out in real time today.
I sit in forums with AI founders who have real solutions, proven products. They keep asking the same questions, such as “How do I get the company to understand the impact?” or “IT wants to do a pilot, but the business side isn’t involved.” They’re not struggling because their technology doesn’t work. They’re struggling because companies are treating AI like a technology problem instead of a business transformation problem.
A retail company piloted an AI allocation tool to crack merchandising’s toughest problem of getting the right product, in the right size and color, in the right store, at exactly the moment a customer walks in. The AI analyzed nine thousand data points per store and created hyper-specific buy recommendations for each location.
Until the head merchant saw the first recommendations and asked, “How will this match up with our quarterly marketing campaigns?”
The AI was optimizing for sales. The business was optimizing for sales, brand consistency, marketing alignment, vendor relationships, margin targets, and seasonal storytelling. The pilot stalled right there.
The assignment coming out of that meeting was for merchants to document their decision-making process in a way that could be translated to an algorithm. That was two years ago. They’re still working on it.
That’s what happens when you pilot without strategy. You solve the wrong problem brilliantly.
Companies that link technology to clear vision move faster. They focus on what matters to customers and build technology that supports how decisions are truly made. Without that clarity, AI stalls. Not because the pilots are wrong, but because no one knows what success looks like.
Vision isn’t a slogan. MIT recently released a study showing that 95 percent of all AI pilots fail. Not because the AI doesn’t work. Because companies are adding intelligence to processes they don’t fully understand1.

Complexity Always Sends the Bill
From my earliest days writing code, I knew that complexity compounds into something dangerous. It’s not sophistication. It’s a red flag. And it’s oh so difficult to clean up.
Every time I walked into a mess, the complexity had piled up slowly, one decision at a time that seemed totally reasonable in the moment. Nobody wakes up planning to build a disaster. But that’s what happens when you optimize for today and forget about tomorrow.
I’d seen this pattern before. At a previous company, we’d been early adopters of cloud technology. For a while, that felt like an advantage. We could build faster than competitors. But then the bills showed up, and we realized that innovation without guardrails is just expensive chaos. Cloud costs had ballooned into millions we couldn’t explain. Teams were spinning up whatever they needed without thinking about what it cost. We had to stop everything and spend months just figuring out what we even had.
The cleanup was brutal. Teams pushed back when they had to pay for their cloud hosting fees. A resource that was previously free was now a budget line item they had to manage. Leaders who’d been praised for moving fast were now getting asked to justify every line item. But the alternative was watching our infrastructure budget eat money we needed to actually grow.
That lesson was still fresh when I walked into lululemon.
At lululemon, I made the opposite mistake. I could see the complexity building, but I kept putting off the hard conversations about governance because we were moving so fast. Again, what was simple was not easy when we were moving so fast.
I attempted to slow the number of small projects down to leave room for the more strategic. To give me time to meet with business partners and get a view on what was important and what was not. It seemed like an easy feat to slow down. Every Monday was an “approval meeting” where project managers presented to the CIO their requests, mostly small and incremental. I cancelled the meetings and told the directors and our one VP that we would be building a process for approvals, and, in the meantime, they could have a conversation directly with me.
Yes, things quieted down. But all I had done was cut myself out of the loop. There were no controls. This fast-growing, innovative, “you can do anything” company would not slow down just because I came in with a title.
The 30-day assessment laid it all out. We had systems built without any real plan, vendor contracts signed under pressure, and teams drowning in technical debt. I called it “the architecture of fragmentation.” Over two hundred projects running at once with almost no oversight, each one adding another thread to an already tangled web.
The vendor mess was particularly bad. For years, we’d been signing contracts to fix immediate problems without thinking about how it all fit together. Need analytics? Sign with Vendor A. Need security? Vendor B has something. Marketing wants automation? Sure, Vendor C can do that. Before long, we had hundreds of vendors, overlapping solutions, and zero leverage with any of them.
It all came to a head when a possible fraud incident forced us to audit the entire vendor landscape. What had felt like speed looked more like exposure. We had no central view of who had access to what data. Contracts were spread across different teams. Some vendors we’d honestly forgotten we were paying.
Fixing it meant letting people down and unwinding deals. It meant putting guardrails in place. But on the other side, we had fewer vendors, stronger relationships, and actual strategic partnerships, AKA leverage, for the first time. We could finally see the whole picture.
Simplicity is knowing what matters and letting everything else fall away. It’s about clear boundaries and intentional connections. When you understand how things fit, you can move fast at the edges without breaking what matters. But when complexity runs wild, every change is a risk, and every new tool is another point of failure.
The hairball we created with fragmented systems took years to build. Today, companies are creating AI hairballs in months. They’re locking themselves into contracts they can’t untangle, tools that don’t talk to each other, and solutions nobody uses because nobody chose them.
But I’m also seeing what works. Companies that start with a clear problem and a clear focus to solve it. They let their teams experiment, learn what actually helps, and then standardize around what works. They ask “what problem are we solving?” before they ask “what AI can we buy?”
These companies aren’t moving slower. They’re moving smarter. The goal isn’t to be “AI-ready.” It’s to be clear about what you’re trying to achieve and intentional about how AI helps you get there.
The winners will be the ones who resist the pressure to sign everything and instead build simple, solid foundations

What to Carry Forward
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