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Praise for Fit for Uncertainty and Marianne Bachynski


“Having worked alongside Marianne Bachynski as both a colleague and coach for many years, I see how her debut book, Fit for Uncertainty, brings to life the very principles she lives every day: adaptive leadership, strategic thinking, and empowering people to lead with purpose. It’s been an honor to witness her evolution into the bold leader she is today, one who embraces uncertainty as a catalyst for transformation, not as a threat.


In Fit for Uncertainty, Marianne speaks from decades in the trenches of Wall Street and global tech leadership. This book is both her call to action for every leader navigating the chaos of modern business and her blueprint for leading with clarity, courage, and compassion in the face of relentless change.”


—Guy Chiarello


COO, Fiserv; Former President, First Data Corp; CIO, JPMorgan Chase; CIO, Morgan Stanley


“Marianne Bachynski fostered a culture of collaboration across the entire firm as she integrated the IT services of four asset management companies into a global business. She is not only a technology expert but also a true business partner and leader.


While implementing a platform-based approach, Marianne consolidated the global IT infrastructure, reduced complexity, and increased organizational agility. She thrived in a high-stress environment, guiding the team to meet objectives despite tight deadlines and resource constraints. Her management skill set allowed her to successfully rally the IT organization, ensuring buy-in and a shared vision.


Marianne lives the apocryphal role of building the plane while flying it. The insightful stories in Fit for Uncertainty demonstrate how Marianne has built trust and championed innovation in every role she has held. Her ability to lead and inspire proves as powerful as her technical expertise.”


—Mitchell M. Merin


Former Global Head of Investment Management, Morgan Stanley; Former Member, Morgan Stanley Management Committee


“Every leader navigating digital transformation should have this book within arm’s reach. Yesterday’s playbook no longer suffices in today’s world; the reality of modern leadership will only continue to grow increasingly complex as the tech and business landscape likewise continues to innovate and disrupt traditional practices. In Fit for Uncertainty, Marianne Bachynski provides a clear road map to equip leaders with the adaptability and strategic mindset necessary to thrive in this era of unprecedented digital disruption and organizational change. Based on lessons from Marianne’s hard-fought wisdom, Fit for Uncertainty is the guide today’s executives need to face the realities of tomorrow.”


—Eileen Vidrine


Advisory Board Member, Planetary Systems AI; Strategic Advisor, Mark Cuban Foundation; Executive Coach, Carnegie Mellon University; Former Chief Data and Artificial Intelligence Officer, United States Department of the Air Force


“Volatility is the new normal, complexity is the cost of relevance, and Fit for Uncertainty is the compass every forward-thinking leader needs. Marianne Bachynski decodes the turbulence of modern leadership in a powerful testament to what’s possible when courage, strategy, and empathy converge, forged from her real-world transformation experience. Marianne’s insights empower leaders to move beyond reactive decision-making and into purposeful, future-ready leadership.”


—Steve Randich


CIO, FINRA; Former Global Co-CIO, Citi; Former EVP and CIO, NASDAQ OMX
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For my dad—my North Star and guiding light in life and leadership.


For my mother—my fearless female mentor.


And for my husband—my partner in parenting.
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INTRODUCTION


Here’s a sobering statistic: 70 percent of transformation programs fail.1


Change at speed and scale is ever intertwined with uncertainty. It’s a word that sends shivers down the spines of many, conjuring images of chaos, risk, and loss of control. For decades, the corporate world, particularly the high-stakes realm of finance and technology, operated under a different mantra: control. Manage risk. Strive for certainty. Leave no margin for error. Leaders barked orders, expected unquestioning obedience, and adhered to rigid road maps, believing that precision and predictability were the keys to success. They thought they could map out every step, account for every variable, and then simply execute the perfect plan. If you weren’t doing it exactly their way, well, you were probably doing it wrong, and they weren’t shy about letting you know.


But here’s the truth I’ve lived, breathed, and built my career upon: That model is not just outdated; it’s a recipe for burnout, missed opportunities, and ultimate failure in our rapidly accelerating world. The technological landscape, once a support function, is now the very cornerstone of business, transforming at warp speed with the advent of AI and constant innovation. In this dynamic environment, clinging to old notions of leadership is like trying to navigate whitewater rapids in a rowboat, using only one paddle. You’re going to capsize.


Fit for Uncertainty isn’t about avoiding the rapids. It’s about learning to embrace them. It’s about equipping you, whether you’re a seasoned C-suite executive, an aspiring executive in your twenties or thirties, or someone looking to lead with purpose in a world that constantly shifts beneath your feet, with the insights and skills you need to become not just an adaptive leader but a true change agent. It’s about building high-performing teams, fast-tracking decision-making, and driving transformative results, all while centering the human side of technology. This is not about finding a smooth, predictable path; it’s about becoming fit for the unpredictable journey itself.


My own journey into this philosophy of adaptive leadership began long before I ever stepped foot into a Fortune 500 boardroom. It started with my father, a man whose quiet strength and profound humility impacted the kind of leader I eventually became. I was a shy child, perhaps a little overshadowed by my older brother and sister. But my father had a way of seeing people, truly seeing them, that bypassed all the noise. He lived his life with a deep understanding that his accomplishments weren’t solely his own; they were a testament to the people who helped him along the way. He’d tell you exactly who they were and what they did. This wasn’t just a nice sentiment; it was a core principle he embodied. By watching him in action, I learned that people—truly and authentically—would follow him anywhere because he invested in them and they knew he had their back. I knew he saw me.


I understood and absorbed that leadership was about nurturing talent, about giving back to and developing your people and understanding each and every person’s potential. That perspective shaped me profoundly. It taught me that leadership does not begin with a strategy. It begins with the people around you. Look at them, assess their unique talents and strengths, and put them in the positions where they will succeed the most. It is imperative to explain to them how they fit in and why they matter to the mission.


My early professional life brought me to Wall Street, a whirlwind of fast-paced, high-pressure environments. I was on the technology side of the house, an equally dynamic part of the finance world, particularly during the explosive growth in the early 2000s. I frequently found myself as the singularity, the only woman at the leadership table. There was no road map for me to follow; it felt as if I had been handed a blank slate, and I had to invent the contours as I went.


Rather than falling prey to circumstance, I chose to embrace the upside of my position, leveraging my uniqueness to stand out and distinguish what I brought to the table. It was an opportunity to shape the narrative, redefine norms, and bring something irreplaceable to the table. I realized that my strength lay not in conforming but in understanding the core business, in bridging the gap between the complex world of technology and the tangible needs of the client. While many of my tech colleagues were deep in the weeds of code and infrastructure, I instinctively gravitated toward the what and the why. What were we trying to solve for? Why did it matter to the business?


This holistic, empathetic approach, even in the cutthroat world of finance and tech, became my superpower. Empower people, recognizing that you should surround yourself with individuals who are smarter than you, and be confident enough to let them shine.


Over the years, I faced monumental challenges. I led transformative projects such as merging five distinct companies, where the immediate task was to seamlessly integrate disparate cultures and systems. I’ve come to understand that effective leadership means being adaptive, constantly reprioritizing while remaining laser-focused on the ultimate goal. It means having humility as a leader, recognizing you don’t have all the answers, and fostering an environment where every diverse perspective is genuinely respected and valued, regardless of hierarchy. Ask the simple question, What do you think? Build trust and transparency so that people aren’t afraid to speak up, to offer ideas, or even to challenge the status quo.


This book is a distillation of over three decades of navigating unprecedented transformation, often as the only woman in the room, constantly learning, adapting, and claiming my voice. Along the way, I’ve had the privilege and good fortune to collaborate with and learn from extraordinary transformational leaders. You’ll find their insights and theories sprinkled throughout the book in the Voice of the Expert sections. Together, we’ll explore core principles that serve as your bedrock in uncertain times:


• Strategic leadership: It is important to appreciate that strategy must always drive the organization, not the other way around. When the mission and purpose are clear, individual roles align with the larger vision. The right tools, such as AI, enable and support the why; they do not dictate it.


• Adaptive mindset: In the current environment and for the foreseeable future, uncertainty is a way of life, and being adaptive and able to pivot is a competitive imperative.


• Humility and empowerment: Balance ambition with the understanding that you don’t know everything. This means surrounding yourself with smart, curious people, empowering them with autonomy, and fostering an environment where asking for help is a strength, not a weakness.


• Accountability and focus: Owning outcomes, maintaining realistic expectations, planning for challenges, and adapting priorities while staying outcome driven must become habit.


• Effective communication: This is the vehicle for building trust, transparency, teamwork, and adaptive leadership throughout your organization. It’s imperative to be crystal clear on the what and why of your mission, to be flexible on the how, and to know your audience intimately.


• Cultural transformation: Recognize that building an adaptive culture isn’t a singular event but an ongoing process. Foster an environment of psychological safety, support, and shared ownership where diverse perspectives are genuinely valued.


These principles are not standalone concepts; they are intertwined like the Olympic rings, distinct yet inseparable. Each one reinforces the others. The true power lies in their synthesis, in how they work together to create a cohesive, resilient approach to leadership.


By the time you’ve turned the final page, you will understand how to apply these principles to achieve unprecedented transformation for yourself, your team, and your company. You will gain confidence in your capacity to build high-performing, empowered teams; make rapid, informed decisions driven by data; embrace change; and turn strategy into action. Most importantly, you will be empowered to find your voice, tell your unique story, and remain true to yourself as you embark on your own transformative path.
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CHAPTER ONE


Fit for Uncertainty: Leading for Speed and Scale


Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but certainty is absurd.


—VOLTAIRE


I’m used to uncertainty.


The late 1990s and early 2000s was a time of unprecedented upheaval on Wall Street, a digital Wild West where the rules were being written and rewritten daily. As a woman carving her path in this burgeoning tech landscape, I felt the innovation in the room, a palpable sense that the world was irrevocably changing. And as chief information officer (CIO), I established a global team across a dozen countries as we created a technology platform from scratch. We were building systems that had no precedent, navigating challenges that had no textbook solutions, and operating at a speed and scale that would have been unimaginable just a few years prior. The scale of change, innovation, and uncertainty was dizzying and exciting at the same time.


Those times were the forging of a new era of business, one in which technology was no longer a mere support function but the very engine of progress—a seismic shift in the corporate landscape. That intense period, characterized by both exhilarating opportunity and a constant undercurrent of risk and uncertainty, inadvertently became the proving ground for a leadership ethos that has sustained me through decades of technological metamorphosis and has become, in my view, the indispensable foundation for leading in a world where continuous change is a given.


Fast-forward to the present, and the sense of being on the precipice of something transformative is definitively more profound. The advent of AI and machine learning is ushering in outcomes that seemed the stuff of science fiction just a few years ago. As I engage with tech executives, grappling with the vast potential and inherent uncertainties of this new AI era, I recognize the echoes of that late-nineties energy—a blend of anticipation and apprehension. And maybe more than a touch of the famous expression “Move fast and break things,” which was a motto at Facebook for years. Except in my world, we could not break things—but we sure had to move fast. This type of change is particularly challenging in the world of financial services, which requires real-time availability, precision, and 100 percent accuracy.


The fundamental questions remain, albeit framed by the novel complexities of AI: How do we cultivate high-performing, empowered teams capable of navigating this dynamic landscape? How do we make rapid, informed decisions driven by the torrents of data now available? How do we continually prepare to move beyond merely reacting to the relentless pace of change to proactively driving meaningful transformation for ourselves, our teams, and our companies?


And how do we do all that in the face of deep uncertainty?


Uncertainty is a defining characteristic of the times we live in, driven by the accelerated pace of change that has become the new normal. The current pace of change is too rapid for leaders to do anything but dive right in! It is vitally important to develop adaptive leadership skills, which are essential for fitness as the technology supercycle continues, business models evolve, and the impact of global geopolitical events increases. This relentless evolution creates an environment where the ground is constantly shifting, and this warp-speed transformation is not limited to technology. It permeates the entire business environment, as technology has increasingly solidified itself at the heart of successful business models.


This level of uncertainty—and the stakes of rapid change—demands a new kind of leadership. When I was first on Wall Street, there was a dominant leadership type. It was a very top-down, command-and-control approach. In fact, that style of leadership seems to stubbornly persist—most call it micromanagement today. In this environment, you do not see consensus building. People are not empowered to act, ideate, or make decisions to forge ahead.


Recent McKinsey research reveals exactly why this approach fails. Six common pitfalls were identified that undermine transformations:


1. Goals aren’t clearly linked to the transformation.


2. New units lack clarity about strategic goals.


3. Technology and data changes are pursued separately from organizational changes.


4. Budgeting, prioritization, and resourcing workflows are not aligned to the operating model.


5. Culture and leadership remain unaddressed.


6. Top down leadership in the transformation is lacking.2


These failures share a common thread—they stem from leadership approaches that are fundamentally misaligned with volatile business environments. I saw this happening in real time on Wall Street, and I knew I had to decide what kind of leader I was going to be. And as the only woman in the room nearly all the time, I did not really have a road map for what kind of leader I could be.


Except that was not quite true.


I have always been an authentic leader at heart—and I learned that philosophy by following my father around his office when I was a young woman. His approach to leadership, though perhaps not formally defined by today’s terminology, laid the very foundation for what I now understand as authentic, adaptive leadership—with a high emotional quotient (EQ)!


One of the most profound things I learned from him was the importance of truly seeing people. Whether they were a senior executive or someone working in the mail room, he treated everyone with the same level of respect and genuine curiosity. I worked in his office the summer before I went to university, and it struck me that everyone called him by his first name, Nick, while other leaders were referred to by more formal titles. Throughout that summer, person after person shared with me how he had personally and professionally helped them. They would have followed him anywhere because they respected him, trusted him, and knew he genuinely cared about them. This taught me early on that leadership is about building trust and connection, about making people feel valued, like they belong.


My father’s leadership was the antithesis of what I saw from his colleagues and continued to see throughout my career. He helped me innately understand a powerful truth: It’s incumbent on leaders to cultivate an environment where everyone can thrive and contribute their unique strengths. He invited contribution, not control. When you take the time to listen to people, it is amazing how much potential unfolds. When you empower them, the sky’s the limit. My mother, meanwhile, ignited the fearless spirit within me that was crucial, especially for navigating the male-dominated tech world. She instilled in me a confidence that I carry with me into every boardroom to this day. She had a no-nonsense attitude and taught me not to be afraid to take risks, to face uncertainty, and to embrace change.
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