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Prologue – The Helix: A Modern Leader’s Story in a Chaotic 
World 

I still remember the moment I first saw a DNA helix under the microscope, or rather, saw the 

illustration of what lived inside us. 

I was sitting in my high school biology class, probably the only teenager more interested in the 

diagram than the bell. There it was: a spiral of perfect symmetry, winding upward with quiet 

determination. No noise. No rush. Just an intricate system doing what it was born to do, hold 

potential. 

I think that’s when I fell in love with the idea of human design, not just anatomy, but possibility. 

I didn’t have the words for it back then, but now, after two decades of working with leaders, 

teams, and talent across continents, I can see the connection clearly: 

We are wired to adapt. 

That may sound romantic in a world like ours. I live and work in different markets around the 

world where the chaos is real. Political uncertainty, broken systems, rolling blackouts, rising 

tension, and yet... there’s still something pulsing underneath. Something unshakable. 

It’s this belief that has stayed with me through everything: 

That leadership is not an external performance, it’s an internal evolution. 

That growth isn’t a linear climb: it’s a spiral, unfolding through tension, decisions, and purpose. 

That even when the world feels broken, our design isn’t. We just need to realign. 

This book is about that realignment. 

Over the years, I’ve worked with leaders in manufacturing plants, retail boardrooms, start-ups, 

and NGOs, from South Africa to the U.S., from interns to execs. What I kept seeing, no matter 

the role or sector, was a pattern: the leaders who thrived, not just survived,  were the ones who 

moved between three core forces: 

• Clarity – the ability to know what truly matters 

• Agility – the courage to adjust in real time 
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• Execution – the discipline to get results, consistently 

I started calling this the Helix Model. Not because it sounded cool, but because it felt real. 

These three forces twist together, like strands of DNA, to form the leadership backbone of 

those who navigate the chaos with grace and grit. 

But this isn’t a “framework” book. 

It’s a story, about Zola, a leader trying to scale a business, build a culture, and stay human in a 

world that pulls you in every direction. Through her journey, you’ll meet a host of colleagues 

that reflect different generations, values, and leadership challenges. You’ll see how the Helix 

bends and stretches depending on who holds it. 

And if I’ve done my job well, you’ll see yourself in Zola too. 

Because the real spiral isn’t in the book - it’s in you. 

And it’s time to unlock it. 
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A Note on the Language Use in this Book 

While this book is grounded in a South African setting, with its rhythms, contradictions, 
and cultural richness - I’ve chosen to write it in American English. Not for stylistic reasons, 
but for reach. Across the many leadership rooms I’ve stepped into, whether in 
Johannesburg, Nairobi, New York, or São Paulo, this form of English has often been the 
most accessible common ground. 

That being said,  you will find rich South African proverbs throughout these pages, drawn 
from the languages I’ve lived, learned, and led in.  These proverbs aren’t decorative. 
They carry meaning that transcends translation. They remind us that leadership is not 
just a business conversation. It’s a cultural one. 

This book is an invitation to that conversation. One rooted in South Africa, but one I’ve 
witnessed - and felt - in leaders across the globe. 

While the landscape may change, the questions we face as leaders remain strikingly 
familiar: 

What matters now? What’s shifting? And what are we doing that truly moves us forward? 
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Chapter 1: Smoke and Mirrors 

“Akukho qili lazikhotha emhlane.” 
 “No clever person can lick his own back.” 

Zulu proverb 
 

The red brake lights blinked in a synchronized dance up the M1. Zola leaned her head against 

the window, watching them blur and refocus. Another inch forward. Another line of exhaust. 

She could hear the soft whine of her aircon fighting the Johannesburg winter haze, and a 

hawker tapping lightly on her window, holding out a stack of phone chargers she didn’t need. 

She gave him a polite wave - not now - and he moved on. 

“Morning, Joburg,” she muttered, half to herself, half to the sky. 

She was meant to feel energized. Today was the quarterly exec session, the one where they 

were supposed to align on strategy and push forward with global expansion. But in her gut, it 

already felt like theatre. Like she could predict the script before the first line was spoken. 

Tariq would throw in some sexy innovation play: “mobile-first, blockchain-enhanced, 

something-something future of finance.” 

Kate would counter with KPIs, dashboards, hard returns. 

And the room would dance, again, around the real issue: ego. 

Not vision. Not rythym. Not execution. Ego, professional jealousy, and the quiet politics no 

one named out loud. 

Zola clenched her jaw. These were brilliant people. But something happened when they got in 

a room together… a fog descended. Words like alignment, integration, coherence floated, but 

no one truly moved. There was always more debate. More posturing. A polished PowerPoint 

and a stuck organization. 

She gripped the steering wheel. This was the third strategy offsite in twelve months. How many 

more loops until they admitted they weren’t moving? 
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“We confuse movement with progress,” her mentor Nandi once said, sipping rooibos in that 

quiet way of hers. “Leadership isn’t a treadmill, Zola. It’s a climb. You’re either elevating, or 

you're circling the same mountain.” 

The taxi in front of her finally lurched forward. She followed, glancing up just as the city skyline 

cracked through the smog. The morning sun lit up the glass of their building, a converted 

brewery turned fintech playground. Inside: exposed brick, mural walls, recycled furniture, and 

all the startup ambition money could buy. 

They called it “The Tank.” 

“Because we’re fuelled, not caged,” Sipho had said with a grin when they moved in. It 

sounded clever at the time. 

Now it just felt ironic. 

 

She parked underground, slung her leather bag over her shoulder, and took the stairs, her 

small act of defiance against the broken elevator and the bigger systems that didn’t seem to fix 

themselves. 

As she entered the office, the familiar rhythm greeted her: barista hissing steam in the corner 

café pod, rapid keyboard clicks, and that buzz of barely-contained urgency that hung over 

start-ups like a low hum. 

The place was beautiful, vibrant walls, beanbags, bold quotes. 

And yet… beneath the cool, there was a heat. A fatigue. 

Sipho was waiting at the entrance, mug in hand. 

“Morning, boss.” His voice was warm, eyes slightly hesitant. 

“Hey,” she smiled. “You alright?” 

“Yeah, yeah. Just…when you have a moment, I’d love a quick chat. About… well, some 

signals.” 

“Signals?” 
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He nodded. “Culture stuff. Nothing on fire. But there’s a smell of smoke, if you know what I 

mean.” 

She did. 

“Lets get this review session done, then I’m all yours?” she asked. 

“Sure. Kate’s already upstairs.” 

Of course she was. 

Zola made her way up, passing the open collaboration spaces where product teams clustered 

around whiteboards. On one wall, a bold mural read: “Build the Future. Be the Future.” 

She paused briefly outside the glass boardroom. 

Inside, Kate stood near the screen, already setting up the deck: precise, polished, ponytail 

tight as always, and a huge water bottle nearby for a sip of water… 

Tariq was lounging back, phone in hand, half-listening to something and probably mentally 

editing his slide titles. 

 

Next to him sat Lebo, bright-eyed, typing something furiously on their laptop. Zola caught a 

glimpse of the internal chat channel reflected on the screen: #VoicesUnfiltered. A new post 

from Lebo read: 

“If strategy offsites were so effective, why do we keep needing new ones? Just asking.” 

Zola exhaled, amused, annoyed, and oddly impressed. 

She pulled open the door. 

“Morning, everyone.” 

They all looked up. She saw it in their eyes: the respect, the weariness, the expectation. She 

wasn’t just the CEO. She was the thread. The one meant to hold it all together while still 

moving forward. 
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As she sat down, her phone vibrated with a message from her husband: 

Hope today goes well. Remember: don’t get sucked into the smoke and mirrors. 

Zola locked the screen and looked up at her team. 

She didn’t know exactly what today would bring. 

But something had to shift. 

She could feel it in her chest - this wasn’t just another meeting. 

This was the beginning of the spiral. 
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Chapter 2: The Slide Deck Trap 

“Leleme ga le na masapo, empa le ka roba marapo.” 
“The tongue has no bones, yet it can break bones.” 

Sotho proverb 
 

The boardroom was flooded with morning light, all glass and echo and clean Scandinavian-

style recycled furniture. A row of succulents lined the windowsill, the kind that never seemed to 

die, no matter how often the team forgot to water them. Someone had scribbled “Think Bold. 

Act Local.” on the whiteboard in purple ink. It had been there for weeks. 

Zola took her seat at the head of the table, laptop closed, coffee in hand. She wasn’t going to 

touch the deck yet. She wanted to watch, read the room before the words started doing their 

thing. 

Kate, as expected, had already taken control of the screen. Slide 1: Q3 Strategic Alignment 

Session. Logo. Date. Minimalist font. The kind of elegance that made everything feel more 

sorted than it really was. 

“I thought we could anchor around our revised priorities,” Kate began crisply, clicking to Slide 

2. “We’ve cleaned the pipeline, trimmed the bloat, and zeroed in on the high-value plays. The 

numbers back the story.” 

She looked around the room. Her tone didn’t invite interruption. 

Tariq leaned back in his chair, one sneaker resting on the chrome leg of the table. His eyes 

were half-closed, but Zola knew he was listening, or at least, building his counterpoint in his 

head. 

Sipho was taking notes by hand, head tilted slightly, absorbing. 

Lebo - bright, twitchy - had their laptop open and Slack notifications blinking in the corner. A 

quick switch to WhatsApp Web. Back to Slack. Their fingers hovered over the keyboard like 

they couldn’t decide which platform was more urgent. 

And across from her, Zola could see it: no one was really here. 
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Kate was presenting to be right. 

Tariq was waiting to disrupt. 

Lebo was toggling between digital universes. 

And Zola, she was caught somewhere between facilitator, referee, and hostage. 

The slides moved on. Customer segments. ROI. Adjusted burn. 

“We’re finally in a position,” Kate continued, “to push our core product into three new markets 

with minimal risk. Provided,” she paused, “that the product team doesn’t change direction 

mid-flight.” 

Tariq’s eyes snapped open. 

“Meaning?” he asked, voice light but sharp. 

Kate turned, measured. “Meaning we need consistency. Not reinvention.” 

Zola saw the shift. Two gladiators, circling. 

Tariq smiled. “That’s interesting. Because consistency with an outdated product isn’t strategy. 

It’s… inertia.” 

Kate tapped her pen against the table. “We had this conversation last quarter. We agreed to 

stop chasing new features and focus on penetration.” 

“We also agreed on iterative innovation,” he countered. “That includes adaptation.” 

“You can’t adapt if you don’t land.” 

Lebo, softly: “Do we actually agree on what success looks like?” 

The room froze for a beat. 

Zola looked up. The tone wasn’t aggressive, just curious. But the question cut deeper than any 

of the data on the screen. 
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“We say we want scale,” Lebo continued, “but do we mean numbers, or impact? Because right 

now, it feels like those aren’t aligned. Just saying.” 

They looked down quickly, but the silence held. Sipho shifted in his seat. Even Kate blinked, 

once. 

Zola felt her breath catch. Not because she disagreed. But because she didn’t know how to 

steer it from here without triggering a freefall. 

She stood. 

“I think,” she said, slowly, “that we’re mistaking movement for alignment. Just because we’re 

all in this room doesn’t mean we’re in the same place.” 

Kate raised an eyebrow. “So what’s your proposal?” 

Zola walked over to the whiteboard, grabbed the purple marker, and wrote three words in 

capital letters: 

CLARITY. AGILITY. EXECUTION. 

“These are the forces we keep missing. We have pieces, strong pieces. But they’re not twisting 

together. They’re pulling apart.” 

She looked at Tariq. “You bring ideas faster than the system can absorb.” 

Then to Kate. “And you bring structure that sometimes hardens before the ideas land.” 

And finally, to the room. “We need a way to hold both. Not one or the other.” 

Tariq smirked. “Is this a model?” 

“No,” Zola said. “It’s a hall of mirrors, scary, but it makes us confront what we don’t or won’t 

see.” 

The conversation shifted after that, but only slightly. The slides resumed. The discussion 

looped. The distractions returned. A subtle power struggle over wording. A collective decision 

deferred. A lunch order discussion that ran longer than the strategy debate. 
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By the end of the session, the deck was approved. The next steps were outlined. A follow-up 

was scheduled. 

And yet, Zola felt hollow. Like she’d hosted a wake with branded stationery. 

  

After everyone left, she sat alone in the boardroom, lights still on, the city humming outside. 

On the whiteboard, her three words stared back at her, underlined in fading purple. 

Clarity. Agility. Execution. 

She had clarity. She always had. 

But now, she wasn’t sure if anyone else did. 

And maybe, just maybe, she’d been mistaking knowing what mattered for actually making it 

matter. 

Her phone buzzed. A message from Sipho: 

Got a sec? That quiet word… it’s not so quiet anymore. 

Zola looked out at the office floor, desks humming, people busy, culture cracking. 

And she felt it again, not panic. Not anger. Just that slow, familiar pressure in her chest: 

We can’t keep circling like this. 

Something has to break. Or change. 
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Helix Prompt: The Illusion of Progress 

Where in your leadership are you mistaking movement for progress? 

Is your team spinning in cycles of polished conversation, postponed decisions, or endless 

strategy sessions, all while the real work stalls? 

Reflect on the last time you walked out of a meeting and felt: “We talked a lot… but did we 

really move?” 

What kept the group circling? Was it ego? Fear of conflict? Overcomplication? The pressure to 

perform rather than decide? 

Now ask yourself: 

• What really needed to happen in that room? 

• What would Clarity have looked like? 

• What stopped Execution from landing? 

Sometimes leadership isn’t about adding more slides, it’s about naming the thing no one wants 

to name. 
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Chapter 3: The Quiet Word 

“Tshihulwane tshi bebwa nga tshikolo.” 
“A leader is born from the community.” 

Venda proverb 

 

Sipho didn’t knock. He never did. He simply appeared in the doorway, tea in hand, leaning 

gently against the frame like a punctuation mark. 

Zola looked up. “Now?” 

“Only if you’re ready for the truth.” 

She stood, grabbing her notebook. “Always.” 

They took the long way, through the back corridor, past the old beer tanks that had been left 

as homage to the building’s brewing past. It was quieter here. Less curated. No glass walls, no 

slogans. 

They settled in a forgotten meeting pod. Just a round table, two chairs, and a tired fern in the 

corner. 

Sipho set his tea down and clasped his hands, thoughtful. 

“You want the signal,” he said, “not the noise, right?” 

She nodded. 

“Here it is: people are confused, Zola. Not dramatic. Not furious. Just… quietly unsure.” 

She said nothing, but the words landed. 

“They’re working. They’re logging on. They’re even delivering. But if you asked ten people 

where we’re going, real answer, not the scripted one, you’d get ten different replies.” 

He paused, then leaned in slightly. 
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“And if we’re honest… I think the same might be true in the leadership team.” 

Zola felt a slow throb behind her eyes. It wasn’t a surprise. But it still stung to hear it spoken. 

“It's like everyone's waiting for someone else to decide,” Sipho continued. “Kate wants 

traction. Tariq wants change. The team wants direction. But no one’s saying: this is what 

matters now. Not really. And in that silence, they’re making up their own version.” 

Zola rubbed her temples. 

She’d always believed in the power of clarity, that when people know what matters, they can 

move. 

But clarity had become a moving target lately. Too many inputs. Too many priorities. The 

signals were blurred. 

“People aren’t resisting,” Sipho said. “They’re hesitating. And hesitation spreads.” 

She thought of the boardroom earlier, the beautiful slides, the quiet posturing, the moments 

where no one truly listened. A lot of energy. Not much movement. 

“I get it,” she said finally. “We’ve been scaling fast. Stretching systems. Everyone’s tired.” 

“It’s not just tired,” he replied. “It’s disoriented.” 

Zola looked up. “So what do you see?” 

He exhaled through his nose, eyes soft but steady. 

“We’ve got bright minds. Good hearts. But we’re scattered. 

The priorities shift weekly. Feedback goes upward and disappears. 

We talk about impact, but we reward output. 

We say we’re agile, but people are afraid to take initiative. 

And the deeper truth?” 

He paused. “There’s very little follow-through. Great ideas get airtime, but no traction.” 

She didn’t flinch. Because he wasn’t wrong. 
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Clarity is flickering. 

Agility is present, but restless, uneven. 

Execution is... lagging. 

The three forces she’d always relied on were drifting apart. And with them, so was the 

company. 

“I think,” Zola said slowly, “we’ve been trying to lead with fragments. Like each exec owns a 

slice of the answer, but no one’s pulling the pieces together.” 

Sipho nodded. “Exactly.” 

She stood up, pacing now, one hand on her hip. 

“And when we do try to bring it together, we argue frameworks instead of focusing on feel. 

We polish the language before we test the rhythm. 

We’re solving with our heads, not sensing with our gut.” 

Sipho smiled. “Now you’re getting warm.” 

She looked at him. “So… what would you do?” 

He shrugged, but not carelessly. 

“I’d start with your team. Not another workshop. A conversation. A real one. 

Ask them what they think we’re building. 

Ask them what’s working. What’s stuck. What they’re pretending to believe but actually 

doubt.” 

She tilted her head. “And if the answers don’t match?” 

“That’s when the real work begins.” 

The “penny” dropped in a moment of silence.  

Zola felt the familiar sensation in her chest again. Not panic. Something more electric. Like 

tension finally admitting itself. 
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This wasn’t just a cultural drift. 

It was a misalignment of energy, and it started at the top. 

She didn’t have a model yet. 

But she had the beginning of a pattern. 

Three things. 

Always three things. 

 

Helix Prompt: Clarity in Uncertainty 

When the path ahead feels unclear, your people don’t need perfection, they need coherence. 

Ask yourself: 

• Is your team confused… or just afraid to say they are? 

• Have you created a culture where clarity can be shared, or just assumed? 

• Where are your messages landing, and where are they bouncing off noise? 

Remember: confusion doesn’t rebel. It drifts. 

And when people drift, culture becomes choreography without music. 
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Chapter 4: A Table Without Slides 

“Umntfu longakhalelwako akaphili.” 
“A person who is not cried for does not heal.” 

Swazi proverb 

 

Zola found herself outside Nandi’s house just after six. She needed to drop off a cookbook that 

she had borrowed.  Nandi is a real maestro in the kitchen and had gathered real “hit” dishes in 

one very sacred book! The sun hadn’t cleared the rooftops, but the morning air was already 

warm with the promise of another dry Johannesburg day. 

Nandi opened the door in slippers and a robe, mug in hand, not surprised.  

Nandi was Zola’s manager in a previous business, they pretty much hit it off immediately – but 

in a sacred way too. You see, Nandi, has a way of curating receipes, but also unlocking 

potential in people. She was no walk in the park, Zola would say, but she invested in her 

growth. Balancing challenge with support like the perfect sauce! When Zola moved onto other 

things, Nandi also retired – their authentic bond continues to inspire each other in new ways, 

outside of a formal reporting line.  

“I know you have my power receipe book but you look like someone carrying a truth too big 

for your mouth,” she said. “Come.” 

Nandi poured a cup of coffee for Zola and they sat on the veranda, two chairs angled toward 

the jacaranda tree. Zola didn’t speak at first. Nandi didn’t rush her. The smell of coffee created 

a warm comfort while they eased into the morning.  

Zola opens up: “It’s like we’re all talking at once, but no one’s hearing the same song.” 

Nandi tilted her head. “And what are you hearing?” 

“Static. Noise. Strategy language. Execution metrics. Agile spin. But no real rhythm.” She 

paused. “And I think… I’ve contributed to that.” 

Nandi nodded, setting her cup down carefully. “You were clearer before the words got 

fancier.” 
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Zola looked over. “You think I’ve lost clarity?” 

“No,” Nandi said. “You still know what matters. But now you’re managing layers of 

performance instead of letting people find the pulse.” 

“In the beginning,” she added, “you weren’t trying to be right. You were trying to be real.” 

Zola felt something shift in her chest. A loosening. 

That was it. That was the turn she needed. 

 

She spent the next two days walking the floor, not making appearances, but listening. 

A data analyst told her, “I keep pivoting reports for execs, but no one agrees what the 

numbers mean.” 

A support lead confessed, “We’re delivering. But it feels like output, not impact.” 

A young product manager paused before saying, “We used to joke that this was a company 

with soul. Now I think it’s a machine with good lighting.” 

Each story echoed what Sipho had said. The confusion wasn’t loud, it was quiet, ambient, 

woven into the fabric. No rebellion. Just drift. 

They weren’t asking for motivation. 

They were asking for coherence. 

That night, sitting at her dining table with scraps of paper and her laptop open to nothing, Zola 

began sketching. 

Three arrows. 

Or maybe spirals. 

Maybe a loop. 

Not a model. Not yet. 

Just three forces she kept seeing: 
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• What matters now?, That was always the start. Clarity. 

• What’s shifting?, The need to adapt. Agility. 

• What are we delivering?, Proof of movement. Execution. 

She scribbled a heading above it: Leadership Focus Loop. 

It wasn’t perfect. But it was real. A way to start the conversation without slipping into 

PowerPoint theatre. 

 

The following Monday, she invited the executive team to an old room at the back of the 

building, the one with concrete floors, scuffed chairs, and no screen. 

They walked in slowly, eyes curious. Some wary. 

“Welcome to a different kind of session,” she said. “No slides. No decks. Just a whiteboard 

and a few honest questions.” 

Kate raised an eyebrow. “Is this a reset?” 

“It’s a recalibration,” Zola replied. “Because right now, we’re talking more than we’re moving. 

And people feel it. I feel it.” 

She handed out three sticky notes to each person. 

“I’m not here to throw a framework at you. But I’ve been thinking about three forces I believe 

we need to reconnect:” 

She wrote them on the board, one by one: 

• Clarity – What matters now? 

• Agility – What’s shifting or emerging? 

• Execution – What are we delivering that proves we’re not just spinning? 

“I want each of you to write your answers to these, from your seat in the business. No filters.” 

Tariq smirked but leaned in. Kate stayed still for a beat, then picked up her pen. 
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The room softened. Not immediately, but noticeably. 

They began writing. 

Ten minutes later, Zola collected the notes and started grouping them, not for analysis, but to 

show the pattern. 

Some overlaps. 

Some contradictions. 

Some gaps. 

She turned and faced them. 

“We’re not broken,” she said. “But we’re not integrated. And if we want to lead this business 

forward, we can’t keep leading in fragments.” 

Tariq spoke first. “This is the most productive ten minutes we’ve had in weeks.” 

Kate nodded, slowly. “I don’t agree with everything I saw. But at least now I see it.” 

Sipho smiled quietly in the corner. 

 

Zola didn’t try to land a big speech. She simply closed with this: 

“We’re not going to fix everything today. But this is the first time in a while it feels like we’re 

actually in the same room.” 

And in that room, raw, imperfect, off-brand, something started to move. 
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Helix Prompt: Leading Through Reset 

When momentum stalls, clarity must be re-earned, not assumed. 

Try this with your team: 

• Ask: What matters now? 

• Ask: What’s shifting or unclear? 

• Ask: What are we actually delivering that shows traction? 

Then shut the slide deck, and really listen. 
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Chapter 5: Testing the Pulse 

“Ukungaphili kufundisa ukupheka.” 
“Not feeling well teaches you how to cook.” 

Xhosa proverb 

 

The Monday after the off-site session, Zola stood in front of the glass wall in her office, dry-

erase marker in hand, red coffee cup in the other. The city buzzed in the distance, but her mind 

was tuned inwards. 

On the board was the same sketch she’d used with her team, three words in a triangle: 

Clarity. Agility. Execution. 

Three forces. 

Always moving. 

But rarely in sync. 

She drew a circle around them and wrote above it in block letters: 

Leadership Focus Loop 

She underlined it once, then stepped back. 

“This is not a philosophy,” she muttered to herself. “It’s a tool. Let’s treat it that way.” 

She called a quick stand-up with her exec team. 

“No slides,” she said. “Just a challenge.” 

On the whiteboard, she re-drew the triangle. 

“I want each of you to test this out with your teams this week. Run a session, an hour, maybe 

two. No pre-read, no deck. Just three questions.” 

She wrote them down: 

1. What matters most right now? 
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2. What’s shifting under the surface? 

3. What are we actually delivering that shows traction? 

“Don’t try to facilitate it like a coach,” she added. “Just be human. Listen. Map the noise. Tell 

me what lands.” 

 

Kate: Fast, Clear… and Unchallenged 

Kate took the challenge seriously, as she did everything. She gathered her ops leads, sharp 

and prompt at 8am. 

“We’re going to try something new,” she said, flipping open her notebook. “It’s called the 

Leadership Focus Loop. Just three questions.” 

The room nodded. 

She moved quickly through each one: 

• “What matters most now?” They agreed: efficiency and fulfillment timelines. 

• “What’s shifting?” Some murmurs about supplier issues, minor HR strain. 

• “What are we delivering?” She pulled up metrics on a dashboard. 

It was efficient. Crisp. Actionable. 

But when Sipho casually asked one of Kate’s team members the next day how the session had 

felt, the reply was flat. 

“She’s brilliant. But it felt like we were reporting upwards. Not really… part of the loop.” 

 

Tariq: Energy Without Gravity 

Tariq was in his element. He brought his team together with jazz playing softly in the 

background, markers and sticky notes spread across the table. 

“What matters now?” he asked, marker in hand. 
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The conversation exploded with ideas, product experiments, client feedback, design tweaks. 

“What’s shifting?” someone mentioned competitor tech. Someone else raised fatigue. Another 

brought up user behavior. 

But when they reached “What are we delivering?” the energy thinned. There were six projects 

underway, but none with clear results yet. 

They talked. They debated. They ran out of time. 

At the end, one product designer said to a colleague: “I love working with Tariq. But 

sometimes it feels like we’re always on the runway and never in the air.” 

 

Sipho: Slower, Messier, Real 

Sipho booked a quiet room. Brought snacks. Invited his People & Culture team with no agenda 

attached. 

He handed out the three questions on a simple printed card. 

The first responses were safe. 

But then someone said, “Honestly, I don’t think we know what matters anymore.” 

A silence. Then a few nods. 

“What’s shifting?” 

“People are tired.” 

“We’re not talking about the war.” 

“I think the mission’s blurred.” 

Execution? 

“We’re busy. But I can’t say we’re moving.” 

No one left with action items. 

But they left feeling seen. 
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The Debrief… 

On Friday morning, Zola asked the exec team to meet in the same scuffed-up back room. The 

air was quieter this time, like everyone knew something important was going to be said. 

She opened the circle gently. 

“I’m not here to critique your sessions. I’m here to understand what emerged.” 

Kate went first. Her words were precise, but her tone more open than usual. 

“It worked, I think. But I moved too fast. I realised I was answering the questions before my 

team could.” 

She paused. “I didn’t mean to dominate. But I think… I was afraid of the silence.” 

Tariq jumped in. “I wasn’t afraid of silence, I was afraid of structure,” he chuckled. “We 

brainstormed until we ran out of oxygen. But no decisions. Just energy.” 

There was a ripple of laughter, not dismissive, but knowing. 

Then Sipho spoke. “Our conversation was messy. Emotional. But… something shifted. They 

told the truth. About fatigue. About the culture.” 

He looked around. “Honestly, it made me realise how numb we’ve become to the noise.” 

Silence followed. But this time, no one rushed to fill it. 

Zola let it breathe. Then, she stood up, grabbed the marker, and drew the triangle again: 

Clarity → Agility → Execution 

Then she drew a circle connecting them. Execution leading to clarity and the cycle continues.  

“They’re not stages,” she said. “They’re forces. If we overuse one, the others atrophy. If we 

neglect one, the whole thing loses rhythm.” 

She looked at her team. Really looked. 

“We are not broken,” she said. “But we’ve become fragmented. High-performing in pieces. 

Low-performing as a whole.” 

The honesty of that landed. 
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She walked closer to the table. No podium, no distance. 

“I’m not here to sell you a model. I’m inviting you to build one with me. One that helps us lead 

in rhythm. Not just by targets, or instincts, but by pattern.” 

She paused. “The truth is… I don’t know exactly what that looks like yet.” 

Then the quietest voice in the room, Anika, the CFO, spoke up. 

“But maybe this is the first time we’re admitting that none of us do.” 

There it was. Truth. Shared. Without shame. 

Zola exhaled. “Then let’s use that. Let’s move from there.” 

A current ran through the room. Not a conclusion. But commitment. 

 

📱 Voice Note – Zola to Her Mentor 

WhatsApp voice note: Friday, 21:37 

“Hey hey, hope you’re well and staying warm, it’s been freezing today, right?! 

Just wanted to send a quick check-in… I think I’m starting to see something. Not just the loop 

we tested this week, but the rhythm underneath it. 

It’s like leading from the centre of a spiral. The shape keeps adjusting as we move. 

We tried something new with the exec team, simple questions, no slides, and they actually 

listened. Not perfectly, but properly. It was messy, real, a bit awkward. But something honest 

came through. 

What surprised me was that they’re not resisting change. They’re… waiting for coherence. 

I’m not calling it anything yet, but I feel something forming. Not a framework, a rhythm. A way 

to lead when everything’s in flux. 
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Anyway, would love your take when you have a chance. No rush. Just grateful you’re always a 

message away. Ngiyabonga, really.” 

  

Tool: How to Use the Leadership Focus Loop 

Purpose: 

To help leaders and teams refocus in times of drift, overload, or misalignment, using three 

anchoring questions. 

When to Use It: 

• At the start of a new quarter or project 

• When momentum feels low 

• After periods of fast change or confusion 

How to Use It: 

1. Set the scene. No slides. Choose a relaxed space. 

2. Pose the 3 questions: 

o What matters most right now? 

o What’s shifting under the surface? 

o What are we delivering that proves we’re moving? 

3. Listen deeply. Don’t debate. Capture themes. 

4. Close by surfacing insights, not action plans. 

Let coherence emerge before commitment. 

Tips: 

• Don’t facilitate. Host. 

• Don’t fix. Reflect. 

• Don’t rush to solutions, trust the signal. 
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Chapter 6: Signals in the Noise 

“Metsi a pula ga a lle.” 
“The waters of the rain do not ask permission to fall.” 

Tswana proverb 

 

Monday, 9:04 AM 

Lebo’s Voice Note to a Friend 

“Yoh, that Sunday lunch was hectic. My uncle’s on about ‘back in his day,’ and I just said: ‘But 

unc, the world’s burning differently now, neh?’ 

Anyway. Side-eye from my mom, as always. 

Back at work today, same noise, same traffic. But I’m trying something new with my team. Just 

a lil’ pulse check, no big deal. 

Let’s see if grown-up fintech is ready for rhythm.” 

 

Lebo stepped into the office kitchen, grabbed the last clean mug, and smiled. Something 

about starting the week with a small act of rebellion, like ignoring corporate jargon and asking 

real questions, made the caffeine taste better. 

They weren’t a manager yet. Just a grad analyst with big hair, big earrings, and bigger ideas. 

But they’d tested that three-question loop Zola had whispered into the leadership team the 

week before. 

And it had… worked. 

Not in a massive way. Just enough to shift something invisible. Their peers had shared openly. 

Two side-projects got merged. One passive-aggressive meeting got cancelled. A breath of 

coherence. 
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Small, but electric. 

Lebo liked that kind of electricity. 

 

Tuesday, 07:12 AM 

Subject: Client Alert – Urgent Discussion Required 

Zola stared at the email header while chewing dry toast. 

From Anika. Never a good sign before 8 a.m. 

She clicked. 

“Veridian formally notified us they’re ending their contract effective 90 days from today. Their 

legal team will engage with ours. They’re citing internal restructuring and regional exposure 

risk. 

It’s not performance. It’s the world. 

We need to talk. 10 a.m.?” 

Zola sighed, wiped the toast crumbs off her laptop, and texted Sipho: 

"We're about to get hit by a wave. Let's steady the crew." 

 

By 10:10 a.m., the leadership team was assembled. The room was heavy with early tension. 

Anika briefed the team in calm CFO-speak, but there was no masking the impact. Veridian’s 

exit meant a hole in cashflow, and a hit to their EU credibility. 

Kate was the first to speak. “I know we said we were simplifying. But I think we’ve 

overcorrected. This new rhythm thing, it’s great for values, but right now we need targets. 

Discipline.” 

Tariq didn’t hold back. “You mean control?” 
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Kate glared. “I mean accountability.” 

Zola raised a hand. “Let’s not do this.” 

But the spiral was already in motion. Old rhythms, defensiveness, blame, departmentalism, 

started creeping back in. 

“We’re too reactive,” muttered Anika. “The world shifts, and we’re always scrambling.” 

That’s when Zola interrupted. 

“Exactly,” she said. “Which is why we need to learn how to move differently.” 

She took a breath and stood. 

“I’m not suggesting we abandon structure. I’m saying we need a new relationship with change. 

Not responding to it, moving with it.” 

The room quieted. 

“We’re going to build a cross-functional pilot team,” she continued. “Not for damage control. 

For rhythm recovery. We’ll test a new way of working that helps us see, adjust, and act faster, 

across silos.” 

Heads turned. This was new. 

“Lebo will join it,” she added, to a few surprised eyebrows. “They ran a team rhythm check 

yesterday. Got better alignment than some of us with OKRs.” 

Lebo, in the back corner, almost choked on their sparkling water. 

 

Introducing: The Agility Lap 

That afternoon, Zola emailed the pilot team the outline for a tool she was sketching in real 

time, the second Helix force, made practical. 

The Agility Lap: Seeing the Shift, Moving with It 
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“Agility isn’t about speed. It’s about adjustment with intention.” 

Three Core Moves 

1. Scan – What’s changing in our environment, inside and out? 

2. Sense – How are those shifts affecting energy, focus, and direction? 

3. Shape – What’s the smallest action we can take now to realign? 

Weekly Ritual: 

• 30-minute “Shift Stand-Up” every Friday 

• One insight per person across the 3 steps 

• Outcomes posted to the internal #agility-notes channel 

• No action plans unless needed, just signal, alignment, and readiness 

 

Zola had no illusions. The exec team wasn’t fully bought in. Kate was still skeptical. Anika was 

under pressure. Tariq was chasing sparks. 

But when Lebo messaged her late that evening, “Thanks for the nod today. Let’s make this 

real”, Zola smiled. 

Agility wasn’t about controlling the storm. 

It was about surfing the pulse beneath it. 

 

Helix Prompt: Are You Moving With or Against the Shift? 

Try this with your team at week’s end: 

• What’s shifting in our world right now, market, people, culture, pace? 

• How are we feeling that shift? 

• What’s one small, real move we can make this week to respond? 

Most teams don't lack clarity or effort. 

They lack fluidity. 
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Chapter 7: The Turning Point 

“Isisu somkhovela asingananga.” 
“The belly of the traveler does not settle early.” 

Ndebele proverb
 

Are you feeling like the team is trying these techniques, but is there enough action? 

Good. That feeling is intentional… 

Because that’s exactly where Zola found herself, one week after the Agility Lap pilot 

started. 

 

Monday morning. Lebo sat at their desk, headphones in, sipping a flat white from the corner 

coffee truck downstairs. Their weekly Slack post in #agility-notes was up: a sharp observation 

about shifting customer language in demo calls. 

One emoji react. From Tariq. 

Lebo rolled their eyes. "I think the only thing moving here is the coffee machine," they 

muttered to a teammate. "At least that’s on a timer." 

 

Tuesday, 9:32 AM. Zola entered the pilot stand-up with an uneasy feeling. Everyone was there, 

but the energy felt... stale. Notes from the past week were neat. The insight was high-quality. 

But nothing had moved. 

Kate was scrolling through her phone. Sipho looked thoughtful but said nothing. Even Lebo, 

who usually brought spark, seemed more distracted than usual. 

Zola took a breath. "I want to start by saying thank you. I’ve seen how much effort has gone 

into the Leadership Feedback Loop, the Agility work, and this pilot. We didn’t do it to tick 

boxes, we did it to feel the discomfort. That’s the point." 
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A few heads lifted. 

"That discomfort you’re all feeling, the tension of knowing, sensing, but not yet acting, that’s 

the signal we’ve been waiting for. Because now that the insights are sitting with us... we’re 

ready to move." 

She stepped to the whiteboard and drew three simple concentric circles. 

• Centre: What we will absolutely act on now. 

• Edge: What we’ll keep sensing, testing, or exploring. 

• Drop: What we’ll let go of for now to stay focused. 

"This is how we close the loop. It’s called the Commitment Wheel. Today, we decide." 

At first, there was resistance. Kate challenged, "We don’t have alignment yet on priorities." 

Zola nodded. "And we won’t, unless we start somewhere. Alignment isn’t born in a workshop. 

It’s forged through action. Let’s move, then refine." 

Sipho finally smiled. "Fair. Let’s see where the wheel lands." 

Post-its began moving. Slowly at first, then faster. A half-baked internal dashboard: Dropped. A 

promising customer co-creation workshop: Committed. A policy rewrite: Edge. 

Lebo added one last sticky to the Centre: "Weekly rhythm check-ins for new joiners." 

"Let’s not wait for culture to catch up," they said. "Let it lead." 

Something shifted. Not dramatically. But enough. 

 

That evening, Zola sat at her kitchen table, lights dimmed during loadshedding, phone in 

hand. She hit record. 

"Hey Nandi... wow, it’s been a week. But a good one. You know that stuck feeling I told you 

about? Like we were holding rhythm but not stepping into it? I think we found the beat. The 

Commitment Wheel really landed. Even Lebo said it felt like we were finally doing something 
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that mattered. So... thank you for always reminding me that clarity and agility mean nothing if 

we’re not willing to choose. I’ll call you after loadshedding." 

 

Helix Tool: The Commitment Wheel 

Use this to turn insight into aligned, visible action. 

Draw three concentric circles: 

• Centre: What we’ll act on decisively now. 

• Edge: What we’re sensing, testing, or exploring. 

• Drop: What we’ll consciously let go of for now. 

Update weekly as a team. 

Execution isn’t about doing more. It’s about doing deliberately. 

 

Helix Prompt: From Insight to Action 

This prompt is for you, the leader. 

• What has your team discovered through the Feedback and Agility Laps? 

• Where have you noticed clarity starting to emerge? 

• What signals are asking you to shift, and are you responding? 

• Are there areas where you're delaying decisions under the guise of needing more 

input? 

• What’s holding you back from taking the first step? 

• If you acted now, what would be one small, real move that aligns with what matters 

most? 

Have you tried the Feedback Loop? The Agility Lap? If not, pause and go back. These are 

essential. 

But if you have, then the time for action is now. Use the Commitment Wheel with your team, 

and start moving. 
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Chapter 8: Break Through the Resistance 

"As die skoen pas, trek hom aan." 
“If the shoe fits, wear it.” 

 Afrikaans proverb 

 

Thursday, 8:46 AM. Kate stood at the edge of the rooftop café, watching the bustle of the city 

below, high-rises, taxis weaving through traffic, the hum of a workday in motion. Her phone 

buzzed with Slack messages, budget threads, and customer escalations. But what filled her 

mind was Zola’s voice from Tuesday: 

"That discomfort you’re all feeling, that’s the signal we’ve been waiting for." 

She admired Zola, she really did. But some days it felt like the CEO was asking them to jump 

off a cliff and call it leadership. 

"Morning," Zola said, stepping into view with two takeaway coffees. "I figured if I want to 

challenge your thinking, I better caffeinate you first." 

Kate cracked a smile. "Then make it a double shot." 

They settled into a corner bench. For a moment, they just sipped. 

Zola broke the silence. "You’ve been quiet in the sessions lately. What’s on your mind?" 

Kate hesitated. Then, something in her face softened. 

"It’s not that I don’t believe in what we’re doing. It’s just… I’ve seen these kinds of frameworks 

come and go. We rename things, paint diagrams, run workshops, and then three months later, 

it’s back to firefighting." 

Zola nodded. "Fair. That’s real. So what’s different this time?" 

Kate took a deep breath. "Honestly? You. You’re not just preaching this thing. You’re living it. 

And I see the shifts in people. Even Lebo. But I guess I’m scared that if I try and it flops… I’ll 

lose credibility." 
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Zola leaned forward. "What if resistance isn’t fear of change, it’s fear of being let down by 

change?" 

That landed. 

Kate looked away. "I was up at 5 this morning. Reworking the onboarding playbook. I used the 

Commitment Wheel. I dropped three things we’ve been clinging to. Kept the two bits 

everyone always praises but we never made time for. And I added a Centre item: ‘Buddy Up 

Fridays’, pairing newbies with veterans for coffee walks." 

Zola grinned. "You’re already using the model." 

"Yeah," Kate admitted. "I just didn’t want to say it out loud in case it didn’t work." 

Zola laughed gently. "Kate, silence doesn’t make you safe. It just makes your ideas invisible." 

 

That afternoon, in the all-leads sync. 

Kate cleared her throat. "Hey everyone. Just a quick share: I’ve been testing something using 

Zola’s Helix framing. I redesigned our onboarding using the Commitment Wheel. I’ll pilot 

‘Buddy Up Fridays’ next week. Happy to share the doc if anyone wants to peek." 

There was a pause. Then Sipho nodded. Then Lebo added a 👏 in the chat. Then three more 

hands went up. 

Breakthrough. 

 

Helix Tool: The Helix Lens 

Before reacting, resisting, or running with an idea, pause. Look at the situation through the 

three Helix forces: 

• Clarity: What truly matters in this situation? 

• Agility: What’s shifting around me, and how can I respond in real time? 

• Execution: What’s the smallest, most meaningful step I can take? 
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Use this lens as a self-coaching frame before acting or avoiding. You don’t need more time, 

you need a way to see. 

 

Helix Prompt: Where Are You Holding Back? 

• What do you believe in, but haven’t voiced yet? 

• Where are you resisting change out of caution or past disappointment? 

• What would happen if you named your discomfort or shared your half-built ideas? 

• How can you apply one Helix tool in your world this week? 

Use the Helix Lens to reframe your next moment of doubt. Then take one real action, and let it 

land. 

Breakthroughs happen when you choose movement, not perfection. 
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Chapter 9: Scaling the Shift 

"Setšhaba se aga ka ditiro, e sego ka mantšu fela." 
“A community is built through actions, not just words.” 

 Sepedi proverb 

 

Zola’s Memory, Years Ago 

The drums began at dusk. Zola, no more than twelve, had wandered off from her cousins, 

barefoot and curious, down the narrow path behind her gogo’s village. There, in the clearing, 

people had gathered. No invitations, no instructions, just a rhythm. 

One beat, then another. A foot tapped. A head nodded. Someone clapped. Then, as if pulled 

by an invisible cord, the entire village began to move. 

She remembered thinking: No one said a word, but everyone knew what to do. 

That memory hit her now, years later, as she looked around the large open plan workspace of 

her fintech company, buzzing with calls, dashboards, and distracted staff. So much noise. So 

little rhythm. 

It was time to change that. 

 

Monday, 10:12 AM. 

Zola stood at the front of a glass-walled project room. Posters were pinned up behind her, 

coffee cups stacked near a flipchart, and a handful of cross-functional team members were 

filtering in. This was the pilot team, the Helix would now live or die in their hands. 

Lebo dropped into a chair with AirPods dangling and a Monster energy drink. Sipho sat beside 

the finance guy, Walter, a numbers man with a permanent frown. Kate had sent a junior from 

marketing. A frontline ops lead was scribbling something in a notebook. 

“Morning, fam,” Zola began. “Today we start something real. A rhythm. Not another project. 

Not another framework. Just a rhythm.” 
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She introduced the Helix Rhythm Map: 

• Monday = Clarity, What matters this week? 

• Wednesday = Agility, What’s shifting, and how do we adjust? 

• Friday = Execution, What actually moved the needle? 

No PowerPoint. Just a whiteboard and three questions on sticky notes. 

Walter raised an eyebrow. “And we’re supposed to run this… alongside BAU?” 

Lebo leaned forward. “BAU is broken. Let’s fix the rhythm so it works for humans, not just 

systems.” 

Walter blinked. “What does that even mean?” 

Lebo shrugged. “You’ll see.” 

 

Wednesday, 2:07 PM. 

The second stand-up was messier. People talked over each other. Walter questioned the 

wording on a sticky note. Someone asked if this would affect their KPIs. 

Zola stepped forward just once: “If it’s messy, it means we’re showing up. Stay with it.” She 

smiled as she stepped back. The rhythm was already doing its work, surfacing confusion, not 

just progress. 

Sipho called it out gently: “The point isn’t perfection. It’s movement.” 

 

Friday, 4:49 PM. 

A junior dev showed a redesigned customer feedback form, based on something Lebo had 

suggested Monday. Ops agreed to test it next week. 

Kate dropped into the room briefly and nodded. “That’s smart. It’s tight.” 
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A sticky note was added to the wall: “We made it easier for customers to tell us what matters.” 

A small win. But by Monday, someone from sales asked if they could join the next stand-up. 

The rhythm was starting to spread. 

 

Helix Tool: The Rhythm Map 

Embed the Helix forces into your team’s weekly cadence: 

• Monday: Clarity Check, Ask: What matters most this week? 

• Midweek: Agility Pulse, Ask: What’s shifting, and how do we respond? 

• Friday: Execution Review, Ask: What moved the needle? 

Keep it simple. Whiteboard. Sticky notes. 15 minutes. You’re not managing time. You’re 

managing rhythm. 

 

Helix Prompt: Creating Viral Rhythm 

• What rhythm is your team following right now, and is it serving you? 

• When last did your team pause midweek to adapt? 

• Are you creating more noise, or building real momentum? 

• What would happen if you ran a Rhythm Map cycle for 2 weeks? 

Start small. Start visible. Start now. 

Change doesn’t need a memo. It needs a beat. 
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Chapter 10: When Rhythm Becomes Momentum 

"Nkwahle a yi tswari vumbirhi."  
“A good opportunity does not come twice.” 

Xitsonga proverb 

 

Tariq’s Morning, One Month Later 

The kettle clicked off just as the email came through. Tariq, now officially Head of Growth at 

The Tank, took a sip of rooibos as his eyes scanned the subject line: “Q3 Revenue Update: Up 

18%.” 

He chuckled, almost disbelieving. 

A month ago, he wasn’t sure they’d recover from the client loss. But something had clicked. 

Not just in process, in posture. The team had started showing up differently. Clearer. Sharper. 

Braver. 

At 7:44 AM, he fired off a Slack message: 

“Nice work, team. Helix is in our bloodstream now.” 

 

Around the Office, Helix in Action 

Kate’s Corner: Her team had just wrapped a sprint planning session. The whiteboard now had 

a neon LED sign above titled Clarity | Agility | Execution, even the intern used it. Marketing 

launched a campaign 10 days ahead of schedule. One post went viral. The brand was starting 

to feel… alive again. 

Anika’s Angle: Anika was already on her third client call of the morning. This time, it wasn’t 

about recovery, it was recognition. Two former clients had come back to the table. One even 

asked if they could adopt the Helix Rhythm Map in their own weekly stand-ups. 

She updated the CRM, added a sticky note to her glass wall, and sent a message to Zola: 

“Clients can feel when a team’s in sync. We’re finally there.” 
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Lebo’s Lounge: He’d led his own stand-up that morning, a Gen Z remix of the Rhythm Map, 

complete with Slack emojis, music, and memes. Surprisingly, his team hit their weekly goals for 

the third time in a row. 

Sipho’s Space: Culture was shifting. He noticed fewer whisper sessions, more cross-functional 

brainstorms. Someone even printed out the first three Helix Prompts and stuck them on the 

kitchen fridge. “They’re not waiting anymore,” he told Zola. “They’re leading.” 

 

Zola in Traffic, 6:42 PM 

Rush hour wrapped the city in a reddish-gold glow. Minibus taxis weaved in and out of lanes. A 

vendor tapped on a window with beaded flags and phone chargers. Somewhere nearby, a 

gqom beat spilled from an open car window. It was chaos, but it was familiar. 

Zola’s fingers tapped the steering wheel in rhythm, not to the music, but to something 

steadier, the week’s tempo. Monday clarity. Tuesday agility. Wednesday execution. Thursday 

integration. Friday learning. She could feel it in her team’s flow, like a pulse syncing across a 

body. 

She exhaled slowly. This wasn’t about stickies or sprints anymore. It was about identity. The 

Tank had rediscovered itself. 

A small rhythm, started out of necessity, had become movement. 

She opened her notes app and typed: 

“Leadership isn’t about force. It’s about frequency. If you can keep a rhythm, the movement 

will take care of itself.” 

She hit send, to no one. Just a note to self. 

Then smiled. 

Because tomorrow, they’d do it all again. 

And this time, they weren’t alone. 
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Chapter 11: Ja, No, It’s Lekker Hey 

South African Expression, used when something is unexpectedly excellent, 
even if it came from a tough process. 

 

Zola’s Keynote Address – Fintech Forward Conference, Cape Town ICC 

The lights dimmed as Zola stepped onto the stage. A large screen behind her glowed 
with a simple title: Leadership at the Edge: How Rhythm Beats Rigidity. 

She adjusted the mic, glanced at the crowd, faces from across Africa, Europe, the 
Middle East. Founders, funders, talent leaders. Her people. But this time, she wasn’t 
here to impress. She was here to share. 

"When we lost one of our biggest clients," she began, "I thought our systems would 
carry us through. They didn’t. Because systems are only as strong as the rhythm they 
serve." 

She paused. 

"What saved us wasn’t a better dashboard or tighter process. It was something more 
human. We found our rhythm." 

A few people nodded. A few leaned forward. 

"See, I used to think leadership was about strategy, alignment, and KPIs. Now? I 
believe it’s about three forces: Clarity, Agility, and Execution. The ability to focus on 
what matters, adjust in real-time, and deliver consistently. When those forces twist 
together? You get something alive. We call it the Helix." 

She clicked to the next slide: a simple spiral, wrapped in motion. 

"It’s not a framework. It’s an operating system." 

  



 45 

The Helix: A Modern Leadership Operating System 

Why an Operating System? 
Because leadership isn’t a role. It’s a function. And like any high-performing system, it 
needs: 

• Flexibility 
• Feedback 
• A repeatable rhythm 

The Helix is made of three intertwined forces: 

1. Clarity, Know what matters. Create coherence. Focus attention. 
2. Agility, Sense what’s shifting. Adjust without drama. Stay light. 
3. Execution, Move. Deliver. Let results speak. 

When used together, these forces create momentum. Used in isolation? You get 
pockets of brilliance, but organisational drag. 

The Helix system is designed to: 

• Prevent leadership fatigue 
• Replace endless reactivity with intentional motion 
• Rebuild trust in teams and decisions 

And importantly, it works across hierarchies, generations, and geographies. 

 

What Happens When You Use the Helix OS 

Don’t expect fireworks on Day One. Here’s what tends to happen: 

Less Performance, More Presence  
Meetings start sounding human again. People speak from reality, not just roles. Insight 
flows faster when performance pressure drops. 

Smaller, Sharper Wins  
Instead of chasing transformation, your team starts delivering traction, visible, aligned, 
and meaningful progress. 
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Better Rhythm, Fewer Surprises  
You start spotting trouble earlier. Not because you're psychic, because you’re listening 
on the right frequency. 

Trust Rebuilds  
As people feel seen and heard, their trust grows, not just in leaders, but in each other. 

But What If People Resist? 

They will. And that’s okay. 

Here’s what to expect, and what to do: 

• “This is fluffy”  
Translate it into their world. Show how Clarity means sharper KPIs, Agility means 
real-time risk response, Execution means deals closed. 

• “We’ve tried this before”  
Acknowledge the fatigue. Let the tools speak for themselves. One honest 
session beats ten polished rollouts. 

• “We’re too busy”  
Don’t add more. Embed Helix into what already exists, stand-ups, planning, 
retros. It’s not extra. It’s how you move. 

• Silence  
Don’t panic. Silence often means people are watching to see if you mean it. Be 
consistent, not perfect. 

Remember: The Helix is not a mandate. It’s an invitation. Leaders go first by modelling 
rhythm, not forcing it. 

 

The Helix Toolkit – Guide for Real Leaders 

You don’t need to be a coach. Or a guru. Just human. Start here: 

1. Leadership Focus Loop 

When to use: When you feel drift, confusion, or too many priorities. 

Ask your team: 
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• What matters most right now? 
• What’s shifting? 
• What are we actually delivering that shows movement? 

Pro tip: No slides. Just sticky notes and truth. 

2. Agility Lap 

When to use: End of week or in fast-changing environments. 

Ask: 

• What’s changing inside or outside? 
• How are those shifts affecting our direction? 
• What’s one small action we can take now? 

Pro tip: Keep it light. 30 mins max. Share outcomes in a public space or Slack channel. 

3. Commitment Wheel 

When to use: When you’re ready to move from insight to action. 

Draw three rings: 

• Centre: What we act on now 
• Edge: What we test, sense, or explore 
• Drop: What we let go (for now) 

Pro tip: Repeat weekly. Honour the Drop ring, it’s your focus filter. 

4. Rhythm Map 

When to use: To build a weekly cadence that sticks. 

Try this simple schedule: 

• Monday: What matters (Clarity) 
• Wednesday: What’s shifting (Agility) 
• Friday: What moved the needle (Execution) 

Pro tip: Don’t overengineer it. 15 mins per check-in. 
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Closing Reflection – Zola’s Final Words 

Zola looked out at the audience, then smiled. 

"I didn’t create the Helix to be clever. I created it to survive. And eventually, to scale. 
It’s helped our teams speak honestly, move faster, and reconnect to purpose." 

She paused. 

"And if there’s one thing I hope you take away, it’s this: Leadership isn’t a 
performance. It’s a pattern. And when you find your rhythm, your people will follow." 

There was silence. Then applause. Then the murmurs of teams already turning to each 
other, saying, "We should try this." 

Because ja, no. 

It really is lekker, hey. 
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Bonus Chapter 12: When It Gets Real  

 Coaching and Conflict with the Helix 

Some leadership moments require more than rhythm. They demand courage, 
empathy, and structure, especially when you’re developing people or navigating 
conflict. These two tools extend the Helix into the messier, more human side of 
leadership. 

 

Coaching with the Helix 

When to use: 

• Career conversations 
• Development feedback 
• Clarifying stuck or unclear roles 

Structure: The Helix Coaching Conversation 

1. Clarity, Explore what truly matters right now (values, priorities, energy drainers) 
2. Agility, Sense what’s shifting internally or externally (mindset, dynamics, 

motivation) 
3. Execution, Identify one meaningful, manageable next move 

Sample Coaching Conversation – Full Dialogue 

Leader (Clarity): "Let’s pause and start with what matters most to you right now. What’s 
feeling essential, or even just heavy, in your role?" 

Coachee: "I’m pulled in so many directions. I feel like I’m doing everything, but not 
growing. I want to lead something, not just support." 

Leader (Agility): "That’s real. And what do you think has shifted recently, in your work 
or in how you see yourself?" 

Coachee: "My team’s bigger now, but I still get treated like the junior. I’m also 
doubting myself more than I used to. Like I know I can lead, but I second-guess 
everything." 
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Leader (Execution): "Thanks for being honest. What would a small but powerful step 
look like this week? Not a leap, just a signal to yourself and others that you’re ready to 
grow?" 

Coachee: "Maybe I could lead the Thursday stand-up instead of just taking notes." 

Leader: "Perfect. Let’s lock that in. And I’ll be there to back you up if needed." 

Bonus Tip: End by reinforcing the spiral, “You just named what matters, sensed what’s 
changed, and chose a step. That’s Helix leadership in motion.” 

 

Helix for Difficult Conversations 

When to use: 

• Giving tough feedback 
• Navigating misunderstandings or hurt 
• Addressing accountability issues without blame 

Structure: The Conflict Clarifier 

1. Clarity, Name the concern directly, kindly, and early 
2. Agility, Sense what’s beneath the surface, fear, shame, ego, emotion 
3. Execution, Move the conversation toward shared resolution 

Sample Difficult Conversation – Full Dialogue 

Leader (Clarity): "Can I share something openly? I’ve been feeling tension since the 
client pitch. I noticed you cut me off twice, and it landed hard. I want to talk about it, 
not let it fester." 

Colleague: "I didn’t realise I did that. I thought we were just building on each other." 

Leader (Agility): "I can see how you experienced it that way. But I was left feeling shut 
down, and it hit a nerve because I’ve been working on finding my voice in those high-
stakes moments." 

Colleague: "Thanks for telling me. I didn’t mean to step on your voice. I respect your 
leadership." 
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Leader (Execution): "Appreciate that. So how do we make sure this doesn’t become a 
pattern? I want us to succeed together, but also honour each other in the room." 

Colleague: "Maybe we plan the flow better next time, who opens, who closes. And I’ll 
check in with you in the room if it feels like we’re clashing." 

Bonus Tip: Make the move visible, end the conversation with a handshake, a message 
recap, or even a shared note. It builds psychological closure. 

 

These tools aren’t magic scripts. But when used with intention, they create space for 
truth, empathy, and accountability, the ingredients of strong leadership. 

Because when things get real… Helix helps you stay human. 
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Epilogue: Spirals Don’t End, They Evolve 

Leadership isn’t something you master. It’s something you move with. 

As Zola once said to a new leader nervously starting their journey: “Don’t aim to be 
perfect. Aim to be in rhythm.” 

You’ve now met the Helix, not just as a model, but as a living operating system. You’ve 
seen how it anchors clarity, creates agility, and drives execution. You’ve watched it 
transform rooms, rebuild trust, unlock conversations, and restore direction. 

But most importantly, you’ve seen it stay human. 

Whether you're a CEO, a team lead, or someone just trying to make work feel more 
real again, the Helix is yours now. Use it honestly. Apply it imperfectly. And trust that 
even when leadership feels messy, the spiral will hold. 

Because this isn’t the end of the story. 

It’s the next twist in yours. 

Now go lead in rhythm. 
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Leadership isn’t a performance. It’s a pattern. 
 

In a world full of noise, disruption, and burnout, Helix offers a new way to lead, not with rigid 
frameworks, but with rhythm. Through the story of Zola, a CEO navigating a fast-scaling 
business and a fraying culture, this book introduces three core forces of modern leadership: 
Clarity (what matters now), Agility (what’s shifting), and Execution (what’s really moving the 
needle). Rooted in the richness of South Africa and relevant to leaders everywhere, Helix is 
part narrative, part toolkit—and all human.  

If you’re leading through complexity and wondering why things still feel stuck, this book is 
your call to realign. Because momentum doesn’t come from motion—it comes from 
meaning. And when you lead in rhythm, your people move with you. 
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