
 

 

Steps to Change Podcast: Episode 8 

Allen: Hello and welcome to this episode of Steps to Change, the podcast where we explore learning 
and development topics, organizational behaviour change, and practical ways to inspire people to 
act differently through the lens of our Steps to Change model: See It, Own It, Change It, and Live It. 
On this episode, we're exploring the subject of inclusive leadership. We'll break down what it actually 
means to be an inclusive leader, consider ways to develop inclusive leadership capabilities, and share 
insights and learnings from programming we've designed and delivered on the subject matter. I am 
your host, Allen Liedkie, and I'm joined on this episode by Simon Thompson. Welcome, Simon. How 
are you? 
 
Simon: Good morning, Allen. I'm very well indeed. Thank you very much. Thank you for having me.  
 
Allen: It's a pleasure to have you, Simon. For the listeners out there, who might not know you, tell us 
a little bit about yourself, your background at Steps, and your experience of working in the subject 
area.  
 
Simon: Thank you, Allen. I'm Simon Thompson. I'm lucky enough to be one of the directors of Steps. 
I'm also a, a client relationship director. And I work with you, Allen, and some wonderful folk to 
develop our work in the States. So, I'm responsible for the client relationships, for bringing the work 
in, for developing the work and ultimately for delivering that work too.  
 
Allen: Well, I'm really pleased you're joining us on this episode because you've been a personal 
mentor of mine in this subject area. I've learned a lot from you. What does it actually mean when we 
say inclusive leadership and why clients are coming to us to develop content in this space?  
 
Simon: That's a wonderful question, Allen, and I think it's something when we talk to delegates and 
we build our content that we're really conscious of that sometimes people that care very much about 
this subject create terms and often change those terms; and rather than creating an outbreak of 
clarity, they make it more complex for people.  
 
So, a few years ago I had the good fortune of coming across a piece of work by Gillian Shapiro who 
really, for me, nailed what it means to be an inclusive leader by breaking it down into three core 
competencies. So when we are with our delegates at the front end of a session, what we try to do is 
make it vanishingly clear that in this session we're going to give you some consensual vocabulary, 
we're going to clear water, we're not going to muddy it, so that everybody through that session has 
a really good shared vocabulary for what it is we're on about when we talk about inclusive leadership 
and so that they can begin to be thoughtful about, well, where's the work for me?  
 
Allen: So, Simon, drilling down a little bit deeper into Gillian Shapiro's model, tell us a little bit about 
the different pillars of inclusive leadership that she argues helps make for a great inclusive leader.  
 



 

 

Simon: So, in Gillian's Shapiro's view, and this is a piece of work that she did called from “Pioneer to 
Mainstream” that was commissioned by opportunity now a few years ago. This is a subset where 
Gillian looks at the three core competencies, you'd find in someone that's a really cracking inclusive 
leader. And in her view there are three buckets, if you like, three competencies, your ability to adapt, 
your adaptability, your ability to develop diverse talent, and the third bucket is to build inclusive 
relationships. If you are good at those three core competencies, then you are on the way to being a 
really good inclusive leader.  
 
Allen: Yeah. And I think what is great about leaning into that model and raising that awareness of this 
potentially nebulous term of inclusive leadership is it starts to really give people a guiding light or a 
guiding post or a roadmap for tangible things that they can be thinking about doing or mindset shifts 
that they might need to have as they start to either evolve their journey of being an inclusive leader 
or just start that journey depending on the cohort that we might be working with. And we'll double 
click into this as we go through the Steps to Change model.  
 
But I think some of those aha moments that have really stood out when we start giving a clearer 
understanding of inclusive leadership is I think a lot of people walk into the workplace or managers 
or leaders or whoever we're working with, not to kind of go in and not be inclusive, right, they 
probably walk in and want to be a good citizen. But it's when you ask them to start articulate, well 
what are you doing to lead with inclusion and what are you doing to be an inclusive leader that the 
kind of gap starts to show in terms of behaviors and mindsets? And so this really starts to give that 
like crystal clear understanding of, ah, okay, this is what it actually means.  
 
Simon: It's always super disappointing when there is a sense that people just want to be told what 
to do, because frankly, that's the wrong way around, right? People should be taking personal 
responsibility and accountability for this. But when we talk about inclusive leadership, what we really 
try to do in our sessions is help people understand and hear from others about the best practice, 
what is it that you can do so that we begin to answer that question in the room.  
 
Allen: And just to crystallize a little bit of this conversation before we move on to the Steps to Change 
process, it's not about your level of seniority or tenure within an organization to be an inclusive 
leader. Because I think that's a bit of a misnomer is people hear that terminology and they go, ah, 
well that's for the leadership team, or that's for the c-suite people to be living. That's not my job as a 
manager. But actually, the argument that you've clearly stated is that everyone can lead with 
inclusion. And so I'd almost argue that we could swap the term or the way it's been labeled to say 
actually what does it mean to lead with inclusion rather than being an inclusive leader. But I think 
that's part of the journey that people go on with this. Okay.  
 
So, we've got a kind of understanding, there's a model to share, we’d share that with participants at 
the start of a session. this clear model being adaptable, developing diverse talent, building inclusive 
relationships. How do we then move into the See It phase and what's happening in the See It phase 
in terms of the learner's journey with inclusive leadership?  
 
Simon: You're talking about when you've got people in the room, when the hard work of curating the 
content, getting all of that absolutely right in partnership with the client. For me, as a facilitator, 



 

 

there's a little bit that happens before you, you unfold the drama, as it were. And that's to work 
furiously hard to set the tone in the room. Regardless of how you come at this work, regardless of 
whether you think you are wonderful, whether you've never heard of this stuff before, what we want 
in that room is a healthy appetite for curiosity, some courage to ask people, when we debate the 
work, when we put them into breakout groups, when they start to discuss this stuff with each other, 
to really make sure that their voice is being heard and that they are sharing the stuff that matters to 
them, but they are also aware of listening to some of the quieter voices in the room.  
 
So tone setting is super important. You've got to work hard to win the respect of the people in the 
room, to put them at their ease. Because people have all sorts of misconceptions about what's going 
to happen in these sessions. They're going to be told what they can and can't say. This is about 
political correctness. If you can confound that expectation before you start, then you're in a really 
good place to show your drama. And typically that's about holding that mirror up, that really carefully 
curated mirror up that shows an accurate reflection of life in this particular moment in time in that 
organization. So when they watch that typical meeting unfold within then that drama, they connect 
with it viscerally, they see themselves in that scenario so that you get a visceral connection where 
people are willing to go. Do you know what? Now I get why we are here because that's actually what 
goes on in there and there's some stuff I'm really proud of. There's some stuff we must keep, but 
actually, I'm now aware that just maybe there's some stuff that needs further reflection.  
 
Allen: Yeah, I love that sense of tone setting that you talk about. Because one of the ways that I think 
really has that kind of impact to really bring people into the space and give them a bit of a reality 
check, if you will, is, sometimes we'll use a Vox Pop. And for those that don't know what a Vox Pop 
is, it's a set of quotes that we've pulled directly from the research and we get actors to read those 
quotes verbatimly and put that together in a sort of animated short video, if you will. But effectively 
for those people who might come into a session and they're going like, well, I'm really good at this 
already, I'm super inclusive, I go to the ERG groups, I'm doing all the right tickbox things. You can't 
argue with the fact that some of the feedback that we're playing out in that Vox Pop at the start is 
real, it's real people's lived experiences and some of it's really great stuff that's happening in terms 
of inclusive leadership, but then there's also some reality checks in terms of where's the work for this 
particular organization?  
 
Simon: It's a lovely device. It's very pleasing as a facilitator because it's something else in your arsenal 
to if you get that tone setting right, and then you get people just to sit back and relax and listen with 
openness to what's being said, because this is about you all talking about you all, it creates a really 
good mindset in the room. It's a really useful tool. 
 
Allen: Whatever it is the model that we're sharing, those just like very clear cut definitions of being 
adaptable, developing very diverse talent, etc. During the ‘See It’ phase, what's happening is 
participants are connecting the behaviours that they're manifesting to that framework. So really, 
we're starting to get that real clear, visceral going moment of going like, oh, sugar, that's actually me 
I've been that person who's cut so and so off. I've not been an advocate for said person what have 
you. And I didn't connect the dots that that could be a barrier to being an inclusive leader. So it's a 
really great moment in sessions when you see those aha moments happening for the participants.  
 



 

 

Simon: I think it's important when you are introducing any kind of theory, including the inclusive 
leadership theory that you acknowledge for everybody in that room. In the spectrum of everybody 
in this world, there are going to be people that see this stuff very differently to you. And that our job 
as facilitators is not to tell you how to feel about stuff, but to give you a really good understanding of 
what is actually meant so you can then decide for yourself how you feel and then look out for that 
and see how it unravels itself as the dramas play out in the discussions we have.  
 
So again, you've got people in the room who are being treated like adults and having that adult 
communication so that they are able to judge for themselves with the right information, how they 
feel, and where they think this stuff plays out.  
 
Allen: Alright. So we've given them a model, we've done our due diligence in terms of the research 
to understand the needs of whatever organization we're working for, we've designed that drama 
either through live video virtual that's specific to them, they're seeing it play out. So, we've got them 
really understanding those behaviours that are helpful and not so helpful to being an inclusive leader. 
Then we start to move into the ‘Own It’ phase, and, so yeah, just break it down for listeners kind of 
what's the key objective that's happening in the ‘Own It’ phase for the participants in the session?  
 
Simon: Well, we apply the Steps to Change thinking to both the macro and the micro, right? So 
whether we are sort of building a set of strategic interventions that happen over many months, many 
years, whatever it might be or whether we are looking at in a session. The ‘Own It’ piece almost 
speaks for itself. If we've done our work properly and we've got that visceral connection, then a 
natural conclusion for delegates in the room is to be sitting there thinking, okay, I get it now, I 
understand the need for change, I am willing to do whatever it takes to make the difference that I 
can as an individual, as a team, and on a company level if they're senior leaders, right.  
 
So the ‘Own It’ is a natural conclusion of all of that. So having seen how it plays out in reality, the 
natural response would be to go, okay, I'm willing to take ownership for this: so, give me the world 
class toolkit, let me at those speakers that you've prepared for me. I now know how to begin to take 
responsibility for what I can do in this space. So it's almost a natural conclusion, I don't want to 
undercook. and there is, of course, there's more to it than that. But in essence, it's about getting to 
that stage where you have a group of people, a team or a company who's willing to go, do you know 
what, I get this now, let's do this. I'm up for it.  
 
Allen: I've really appreciated that you do at the top of your sessions and I know other Steps facilitators 
do this. When you're going through whatever model it is that we're linking the learning to, you really 
get people to reflect, okay, so where's the work for you? Where are you at on this journey of being 
an inclusive leader on a scale of whatever, one to five, let's say, one being I don't do this at all and 
five being I'm the best at this. It really starts to get people to tune into their own developmental 
needs. Not in a sense of we're going to have you wear your numbers on your shirt or email them out 
to the whole company or anything, right. So it gets people that chance to go, okay, this is what I need 
to own. And they can clearly See It on the model that we're working with and they can start to link it 
to those behaviours and start to go, okay, so here's the effort that I need to put in to really help me 
to build onto those things.  
 



 

 

Simon: All you are doing is asking people to self-reflect and you give a good example, rate yourself in 
terms of adaptability. how good are you at flexing your own style and approach. When somebody 
new comes into the team and they see the world differently, do you relish that? Do you get really 
excited? Or if you're really honest, do you find find that quite frustrating because you've been doing 
what you do very successfully, genuinely very successfully for a long time.  
 
And sometimes having to listen to the views of others can be a little bit vexatious, right. Just where 
are you with that? Well, how would you rate yourself? We're not going to ask you your score. In 
terms of that developing diverse talent,  if I gave you the opportunity to stand in front of everybody 
in this room right now and talk with confidence about the bottom line benefits of diversity, equity, 
and inclusion to your firm, would you even know where to start? And any answer is fine. Have you 
got those words, have you got that vocabulary or would you not know where to begin?  
 
And then likewise with building inclusive relationships, just in terms of your speak up culture and 
encouraging different voices to speak up, think back, think back across the last couple of the weeks. 
Who have you been hearing from most? Is it the same people all the time? Is it you? Is that a bad 
thing? So that people are starting to kind of aggregate what's being asked and what the reality is for 
them. So in a self-reflective way, they can genuinely begin to think, well do you know what actually, 
I've kind of sorted that one and one of the good people in that space. Of course, the question is, are 
you really, and what's the evidence for that? But if you can get that self-reflection, you can also get 
people going, do you know what, I've never even thought about that. Thank you for that. In my own 
self-reflection, I've made a note to be better, to do better.  
 
Allen: I'm sort of reflecting on that call to action you've said in there about stand up in front of the 
room and give a one minute speech on the bottom line benefits of inclusion and diversity within a 
workplace. I would hesitate, and I even work in this space, I would hesitate to know if I could even 
do that, that's just a really nice way to kind of really get you thinking about your own knowledge 
space and capabilities. Yeah.  
 
Simon: It's a safe space where people are humble enough to be really honest with themselves. 
Because if you can't be honest with yourself, then frankly you're a little bit stuffed.  
 
Allen: Yeah, exactly. You know, none of us are finished books, right, and we're not looking for, you 
say this quite a lot, so I'm going to steal your quote here, Simon, but we're not looking for perfection, 
we're looking for progress, right, and I think that's the kind of overarching theme here. And one of 
the things that happens in ‘Own It’, which is gold dust when this happens in the room, and this will 
naturally change us into the ‘Change It’ part of the discussion. But when it might be through hot 
seating, when we're like interrogating the characters about their behaviours or things that might 
happen within the organizations that we work with, then inevitably there is a delegate that goes. 
That doesn't happen here. And then there'll be somebody else on the other side of the room that 
they're going to go, that literally happened to me yesterday.  
 
So, there is a really clear example where that raising awareness, holding up that mirror in the ‘See It’ 
phase clearly illustrates why people need to own the fact that they might not be fully aware of 
everything that's going on and the need to sort of change some of those behaviours. So then with 



 

 

that kind of realization of what they need to own, we move them organically into the ‘Change It’ 
phase of the steps to change process with the subject matter. And what are some of the things that 
we're doing to encourage that change process within a learning session? 
 
Simon: Specifically within a learning session as opposed to with teams, as opposed to with 
organizations, this is the opportunity, now you're up for it, now you're willing to take ownership. 
Frankly, it's as simple as getting people to talk to each other about, okay, well, what are the things 
that we need to change around here? What are the low cost, no-cost things, the little things that 
could make a really big difference? So this is not the panacea for everything now, right, and we'll go 
on to talk about Live It, but it's an opportunity in those sessions to spend real time thinking about, 
well, what are the practical things we can do in terms of how we run our meetings? If I'm now aware 
that it's nearly always me that speaks in those meetings, do I need to do something about that and 
what would that look like?  
 
It's an opportunity to have a, a facilitated discussion where you encourage as many voices to 
contribute as possible where you also out the good practice that's already going on. Because a lot of 
the firms we work with, a lot of the companies we work with are global, multifaceted, multi-layered 
with many, many teams often in different geographical locations to sit and be honest with each other 
about, do you know what, that is vexatious for me, maybe we could change that.  
 
I see the role of us as facilitators is to sort of quietly disappear as the session goes on. Because what 
good looks like for me is that people begin to forget you are there and they start to have open, honest 
conversations together. And in the states where there is so much going on in that world that is so 
raw and of huge importance to people, when you have someone that says, actually, I'm sitting here 
and my palms are sweating, but I want to speak up and say that actually that is my lived experience, 
and you may not be aware of this because I know you're good people, but when I come into a room, 
I'm having a very different experience to you and I need you to hear that because I'd love that to 
change even a little bit just to move the dial a little bit.  
 
And when that honest integrity is shared in the room, that's better than anything we do Allen, and 
that really makes a difference. That really kind of that plays the thing that captures the conscience of 
the king, I think, is badly misquoted. You know, once you've got to that point and you've got delegates 
that are sharing that level of honesty, it's difficult to ignore and it really kind of begins to move people. 
Because people, as you say, turn up at work wanting them to be good people. Nobody wants to be 
the asshole in the room. Nobody turns up thinking, right, how can I be as least inclusive as I possibly 
can today? People aren't like that in general, and if they are, get rid of them.  
 
Allen: Well I think building on that sense of lived experience within developing inclusive leadership 
capabilities, I think that also dovetails nicely into spending some time during the ‘Change It’ phase of 
articulating the different types of biases that inform participants' behaviours. So, why do we work in 
our homogenous groups? Because if one of the tenets of inclusive leadership is we have diverse 
working teams and diversity of thought, we need to help people understand that our affinity bias will 
kick in and we are naturally gravitating towards people who are like us, who think like us, talk like us, 
you know, like the same things, all that stuff. And that's just a natural thing the brain does, right?  
 



 

 

So if we can start to really paint that picture that there's stuff happening in the brain through either 
lived experiences or biases that you've developed over time, that's really a catalyst for the people to 
be able to go, ah, okay, so it's not just let's let the quieter voices speak, but it's actually something 
deeper that I need to really reflect on and make the conscious effort to change. So it's bringing those 
natural tendencies to mind either through the different biases, what we talk about confirmation bias 
or we talk about priming and all those different areas of how the brain works and informs our how 
we manifest our behaviours with people.  
 
Simon: Sure. It's a pleasure and you have to sort of feel this out in a session where you, because 
people have opinions about unconscious bias, again, in the spectrum of everybody in the world, there 
are some people that think it's deeply unhelpful to be talking about terms like that. But when you 
break it down into what actually happens and you think about things like the typical meetings and 
you talk about in and out groups, everybody in the world has a sense of what it's like to be in the out-
group because at some point in their life they weren't invited to the party, they didn't get staffed on 
that matter they thought they were perfect for. But they also at the same time will have at some 
point been in the in-group, but they did get chosen. And we know how that feels. And that's where 
you get that extra discretionary effort. That's where people are willing to go the extra mile.  
 
So then the question is really, again, regardless of your rank or pay grade, what is everything you can 
do in every meeting you are in to make sure that everybody in that meeting feels like they're in the 
in-group? And priming is a great example, Allen, because we all do that. We do it at home. We do it 
at work where we say, have you met the new guy? They're dreadful, aren't they? How difficult is it 
for that new guy to be anything other than dreadful? Because we've created a first, first impression 
and then our confirmation bias kicks in. And that's that predilection to find evidence to prove we 
were right in the first place. How much better just to stand back and go, have you met the new guy? 
What's your experience? Because you're far more likely to get an honest, candid, helpful response. 
Yeah. So people go, right, I'm going to really watch out for the priming because I had no idea. Yeah, 
great.  
 
Allen: Exactly right. So you're building a behavioural vocabulary for people so that as people are really 
developing that capability of changing it, and this will help us move into the live phase, they can then 
be supportive buddies or coaches to each other and say, oh, that was a bit of priming, or oh, watch 
that confirmation bias as they're going back into the real world and continuing to encourage 
development of these skills. 
 
Simon: You're starting to answer the question, what can I do? What can I do exactly? I can watch out 
for moments where I might prime, I can look for opportunities to make sure everybody feels like 
they're included. It's, you're starting to answer that age old question, what can I do? How can I be 
better in this space?  
 
Allen: We've had good conversations. People are feeling galvanized to affect change. They're owning 
the fact that they need to be responsible for that change. They've seen the kind of current state of 
play within the organization. What are some of the things that have been successful in our time of 
designing and delivering content in this space that have really helped our clients ‘Live It’?  
 



 

 

Simon: So again, it depends what the context is, whether this is individual, whether this is team or 
whether this is company. I mean, in a session it's relatively easy to get people to sign up to practical, 
manageable steps they can take, they can take as an individual, they can take as a team. Like we're 
going to have a rotating chair in our meetings. We're always, in terms of neurodiversity, going to 
make sure that everybody gets an agenda in advance and has opportunities to speak before and after 
on how they might feel. So there's that kind of short term stickable stuff. Where we get real traction, 
I think, Allen, is where from the outset you've got a leadership cohort that are behind this. And I'm 
talking sort of C-suite stuff.  
 
Again, you know, everybody's responsible. But when you've got a commitment to continue to bring 
this back to people's and keep it front of mind. So when people, leaders continue to talk about this 
stuff at town hall where they continue to write about it, to blog about it, to go around checking in 
with people, what's changed, how is it for you, what's the culture like? Having a cup of coffee with 
the most junior person in the firm to say, what's the culture of the inclusion like from your 
perspective? That's all really powerful. You need to commit to this stuff stuff and keep bringing it 
back. And we did some research a few years back out where we talked to some of the biggest 
organizations in the world that we'd had a privilege to work with, where people were willing to share 
the success they've had with long-term change programs and the failures that they've had. And 
undoubtedly there are a few truths that emerge.  
 
One is you'd need to have those visible role models doing that stuff, talking about it, writing about it, 
bringing it back to the table. You need accountability. You need reward and recognition for people 
that go the extra mile. And they may be people that quite surprise you. You know, what are you going 
to do about them? And what are you going to do about the people that refuse to change, especially 
when they're some of your biggest rainmakers? Because you need to be decisive about that stuff. 
You need to be seen to be doing something about it.  
 
And when you get that long-term commitment, then we start to hear great news like we did in, AM 
Law, through the work we've been doing at Decker, the US-based law firm, where because of that 
visible support internally from everybody at C-Suite and down through the organization and because 
of the work we've done, there is an increase in gender parity at partner level. That's a tangible 
outcome of our partnership with them. And that's just a wonderful thing. That's a great measure of 
success and where people are willing to commit to keep coming back to this subject, whether it's us 
or whether it's them at every partner lunch at every opportunity. Just to ask the question for the next 
10 minutes, we're going to discuss this particular aspect of inclusion of unconscious bias. Those are 
the things where you kind of go, do you know what we've really made a difference and that's what 
we're there to do.  
 
Allen: Yeah. And a couple of things to pick up on there in what you've shared. In the ‘Live It’ piece, 
it's the real kind of articulation that this is not a one and done tickbox exercise that you can do in an 
organization. So, if we've done our job well and we've created a really good shared foundational 
understanding of what it actually means to be an inclusive leader through the models, through the 
behaviours, through mindsets and those stickable things that people can do on a daily basis, what is 
three months down the line look like, what is six months down the line look like, what is 12 months 



 

 

down the line look like? So having really clear goals as an organization that you're going to hang your 
hooks of success on for what it means to be an inclusive leader.  
 
Simon: I think it's also really important, Allen, to remind ourselves, and I constantly have to do this 
to be really good consultants, to really help people. You've got to meet them where they are, right? 
So if you're working with a great big firm that is blessed with an intact diversity team, a well home 
strategy, then we need to tune into that. But some organizations don't have that. So it's really 
important when we start working with them that we meet them where they are and we don't try and 
impose anything that's too unreachable, right? We take careful steps. So ‘Live It’ could be just looking 
at the data, what is it telling us? You know, what's our attrition like? How successful are we at 
retaining the talent we've got? Where are we fishing for this talent? Have we thought about that? All 
of those things are really important.  
 
So I'm really proud, Allen, that we can say with our hands on heart, we've been responsible for 
increasing gender parity. But actually, success is also if Burr in the post room starts to do things 
differently because he can, then I'll take that win as well. And when we start to hear back about those 
stories and collecting those stories within an organization about the extra discretionary effort that 
people have chosen to make because they can, because they're willing to Own It and Change It, then 
I'll take that as great success too.  
 
Allen: Absolutely. It's the big wins and it's also the everyday stories of how it's affected people's life 
in a positive way that's really tells the complete story for developing a culture of with inclusive 
leadership. Well, Simon, that is about all the time we have left for this episode. Thank you so much 
for joining us. It's been a really engaging and thought-provoking discussion.  
 
Thank you, listeners, for joining us on this episode. If you'd like to know more about Steps and Steps 
to Change, make sure you visit our website, find us on LinkedIn, sign up to our newsletter. All those 
links will be in the show notes. If you're interested in how Steps could partner with you or your 
organization to support your needs, you can send us an email or fill out the form online at 
www.stepsdrama.com. Is there a subject area you'd like to hear us explore, if so, reach out to us via 
email or on our socials and let us know. As always, thank you to our production team. We couldn't 
do this without you. I'm your host, Allen Liedkie, and we all look forward to you tuning into the next 
episode where we'll be discussing psychological safety. Until next time, thank you. And remember, 
you too can See It, Own It, Change It and Live It.  
 
 


