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Steps to Change Podcast: Smita Episode

Allen: Hello and welcome to this episode of Steps To Change, the podcast where we explore learning
and development topics, organizational behavior 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 what makes effective performance management development, and
how an experiential learning approach can help encourage better performance management
conversations and skills development in the workplace. We'll start by exploring what we mean by
performance management, and then take a deeper dive into how we use our Steps to Change
methodology, and partnership with clients to design and deliver work in the subject matter.

I'm your host, Allen Liedkie, and I'm joined on this episode by Smita Hatekar. Welcome Smita, how
are you?

Smita: Hi, Allen, I'm great.

Allen: Before we get into it Smita, for the listeners who might not know you, tell us a little bit about
yourself what you do it Steps and your insight and experience with the topic today.

Smita: Yes. | am a part of the Steps India team. | work here as a client relationship director, have been
with the firm for six years now. Has been an incredible journey for me. | do everything from kind of,
you know, building client relations, to designing to delivery to facilitate.

Before Steps, I've had the opportunity to be on the other side of the table in the client organisation
where | was taking care of the human resource management, learning and development and
performance management was a part of my portfolio. So it's great to be on both sides of the table
and look at the topic from either way. So yes, very excited.

Allen: Oh, fantastic. Well, I'm looking forward to diving deeper into the subject matter with you and
hearing your insights from both sides of the table, because | think that's going to be really helpful for
our listeners as well. So Smita, performance management, you know, I'd like to just start by getting
a general understanding of what do we actually mean by performance management? | know in the
learning and development space, that can be a big catch all for a lot of different topics and subject
matters. So could you start by just painting a picture of what we mean by performance management,
and then how we might approach that at Steps?
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Smita: For me, performance management, the term is basically how do you manage the performance
of your team in very basic terms. | think performance management is a managerial tool, which if used
correctly, can be very helpful in building performance, and also building the connects relationship or
trust in the team which will, I think, directly lead into building high performing teams, which is the
ultimate goal of any performance management system in any client organisation.

Also, performance management, in my opinion, has two very distinct aspects to it: one is the
performance management systems and processes and the other is the performance management
mindset. Do the managers who who are responsible for the performance of the team members, do
they have the right mindset? They might have brilliant processes and systems, but if the mindset is
not aligned, then it can become a little tricky.

So having that mindset of really getting invested in your team members performance, guiding them
coaching them, sometimes having those conversations with them when they are struggling and not
keeping it just as an annual event, that mindset is very, very important; | think more than the
processes and systems.

Allen: | think this is a really crucial element of distinction here, because at Steps that's really what
we're all about, we're really about what's the heart and the mindset that people have towards
something because that's really going to inform how they show up in the behaviours that they
manifest.

Smita: Yes, thank you very much. When you said about behaviours, like | think mindset is a primary
of it. And then if you have the right kind of mindset, you will definitely kind of try to develop the
necessary skills and behaviours and attitudes. Because just having the mindset and not having the
skills will also not be very helpful. But having that kind of responsibility that you need to do this, this
is a very important part of my job other than the transactional responsibilities, it's about setting the
goals clearly at the start of the year with your team members, of course, a lot depends on your job
description, but agreed upon that very regularly, frequently, kind of touching back on them, seeing
whether the team members are on the right track, monitoring you know, creating plan Bs if required.

And by monitoring I’'m not meaning micromanaging, what I'm meaning is really leading them, guiding
them, coaching them, giving them feedback when it is necessary.

Allen: So Smita, why might clients be coming to us to collaborate on performance management
programming?
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Smita: | think they come to us to kind of work on the gap, the soft skills gap that sometimes these
people, managers would have, so that they are equally equipped to have these conversations and
understand the mindset that they need to develop for having these conversations. One of the very
important and consistent need that I've seen across organisations, and also when | was working with
one of the organisations is, a lot of people get promoted because of their technical skills, because of
their tenure, and that doesn't necessarily mean that they automatically develop people skills, or the
softer skills.

And I think we all agree and it's very much out there that human skills remain critically important in
any managerial or leadership roles. A lot of times, you know, when you move up the ladder, the first
thing is that you need to start speaking to a lot of people. And | find that people hesitate to kind of
talk and sometimes give feedback, and build that kind of connection. So | think it is about building
those people skills. And that's the reason why primarily organisations would come to us.

Other thing that I've also noticed working in organisations as a consultant is understanding the need
of making every day event for that matter, you know, event when it is required, and not really wait
till the year end. So really making them understand why it is so critical.

Allen: That's really helpful. Because | think that we can, a lot of organisations that we work with the
managers that we are writing programming for, we do hear a lot that it's that kind of annual check in
that they go, okay, every six months, I'm going to tell my team members how they're doing. But | love
what you're saying here, that actually we need to make this into everyday workflows and sort of the
business as usual mindset.

Smita: Yes. And as | said, this is one of the way the managers build trust and accountability, they
show their investment. They show that they really care about the performance of the team members,
and just our take off time at the year end. So | think it works both ways. One of the important things
that we do in our sessions is also kind of set the context of why we are doing it. You know, why | need
to change. | mean, for me, any workshop, any programme starts with the buying of the participants.

Allen: Yeah, that's a great segue into actually moving into the Steps to Change approach. So that why
is a really important thing to establish. And let's just frame, remind the listeners of how we get to the
why: it's always research based, right, none of our work is off the shelf. So this is always customised
to the needs of the clients that we work with. And so when we do that research, we identify the kind
of pain points, the learning needs, the goals and objectives for that client that we're working with.
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So we've done all of our good due diligence before we even get in the room, so we have a really clear
understanding of the kind of challenges that the managers might be facing. So we've done all that
good work, we then get into the room and the first thing we want to do is do the ‘See It’ piece, that
holding up the mirror. So how is the See It showing up? And how is that helping establish the why
we're here that you're talking about?

Smita: The why, of course, we do a lot of research and everything. But one, the why, it's the
organisation expectation of your role. And secondly, the why is that this is only going to help me as a
manager, and then we bring them to the ‘See It’ part where they can actually see their own reality in
a fictional world, as we base all the scenarios in a parallel universe.

Some of the scenarios which will help us hold the mirror in front of the participants who are these
managers who are responsible for performance management, they will see actual mindsets or
challenges that the managers at their level and they would be going around in their organisations.
For example, we might show a manager really not invested in the conversation. A manager who is
not demonstrating active listening, a manager who is not even prepared for the conversation
sometimes, a manager who is stressed out because of some other things. Because most of the times
what we hear, in case of such conversations is we don't have time and we are exactly going to show
a character like that.

And the ‘See It’ part not only shows this, but it also shows the impact on the team member. Because
the other character played in the drama is the team member. | mean, we have to be very, very
cognizant of what impact our behaviours are doing on other people, specifically, when there are team
members and they are helping us achieve our own goals. So in this scenario, we will be showing a
manager who is really not getting it, a manager who is completely struggling, and we use humour in
our scenarios, we exaggerate the behaviours. So sometimes this manager would be saying some stuff
like, you should work on your presentation skills, and | would like to suggest a book to you, and the
name of the book is ‘Presentation Skills’. That's all, and he thinks his job is done. But that's not. But
yeah, in the scenarios, they will be seeing all these behaviours, these characteristics, this mindset,
and lack of skills at the end of the day.

Because we also have the hot seating, where the participants would then ask questions to these
characters, specifically the manager character in this scenario, that why are you doing this and why
you're not doing that? And the character would be kind of pushing back saying, who has the time,
my boss did the same thing with me? And then | think a lot of self-introspection is happening.

l, as a facilitator, have always felt when the participant is asking the character a question, | think the
participant is also asking the same question to themselves. That is what | have kind of observed, that
it is just not for the character, but for themselves, also that you know? Maybe sometimes | have also
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been doing this. And | think just seeing that through drama is a very non threatening first way, it's a
very engaging way; and because of humour, it is also a very entertaining way. Yeah.

Allen: And | think also, what's really important about ‘See It" is we talk about mindsets towards
performance management; and it's not just the mindset of the manager themselves, you touched
upon this, where we get to see their their team member that they're trying to support, we can see
the different mindsets of the team members. So there might be somebody who's a high performer
who doesn't think they need performance management, right, they've got this, they don't need any
coaching from their manager, or you might see something from a generational perspective where
maybe somebody from a different generation has never really leaned into performance
management.

But we know the younger generations are really craving this and they want that feedback, they want
that coaching, right? That's an expectation. So we start to kind of really paint the picture that there's
people at different spectrums of what they need from performance management. So we don't forget
anybody in terms of those high performers, or we don't under-nourish other people who may need
them. So there's a really great like 360 of all these different elements and mindsets that show up.

Smita: Yes. One of the scenarios will definitely most of the times that crop up is not really, really
attending to the high performers in the team: they might be doing the job, great, but they will still
have aspirations, right? You need to talk to them about that, what next they want to do and how
they can be developed for the next roles for promotions.

So | think it is equally important to talk to each one of them. Each one of them is different. They will
have different needs, different styles. And also, | think in the ‘See It’ part, a very, very clear message
that the participants understand is, if | don't take the right approach, it will only lead to a disengage
team. And we really don't want a disengaged team, where people are not feeling worth, not valued,
not kind of attended to. Sometimes our characters will say | can't babysit people. But it's not about
babysitting, it is basically about valuing them, | guess. So that's what the ‘See It’ part does.

Allen: Yeah. And | think as we move from ‘See It’ into ‘Own It’, you're touching on a really important
point where it's starting to build the business case or the bigger cultural piece as well for the
organisation. Because we know that studies show that a disengaged employee might have one foot
out the door because they don't feel like they're getting the support they need along the way or the
developmental opportunities that they need. So there really it's not just having good relationships
within the business, it's absolutely critical to retaining those employees and helping grow the
business and that future planning.

Smita: Absolutely.
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Allen: Smita, we've held up that mirror to the participants, they've seen the behaviours that are
currently playing out, for better or for worse, we've done a bit of hot seating for them to start to
challenge the characters or give them some coaching of what they could do differently. And by doing
that, they're learning themselves, they're seeing themselves in those behaviours. We build the case
for why change needs to happen.

So we then want to take them into the ‘Own It’ space. So we go from ‘See It’ to ‘Own It’, what's
happening, and the ‘Own It’ space for participants to really help them understand the long term need
for change?

Smita: | think after the ‘See It’, they realise that there is a need for change. And most of the times |
at least like to do this as a facilitator, | will go back to them with two questions. Do you see a character
like this manager, do not in such exaggeration, around you all? And most of the times, they would be
saying, yes. The second layer of that question is, do you see this manager, the character of the
manager within yourselves? And definitely most of the times the answer is yes. That's where | think
the ownership, the awareness is starting.

Because, frankly, in any of the sessions, we'd never demonise anybody, we don't go there for finger
pointing. It's mostly to build awareness, to kind of give them that safe space to analyse themselves
in an experiential way, to kind of take a pause and think back on things that have worked for them,
and that have not worked for them and also learn new things that they might have not thought about.

So a lot of ownership is happening here, and they can also kind of understand that it's also a way they
can build the culture in their teams. Any manager who is not connected with the team, I'm sure that's
not the right way of building the right culture in the team also.

Allen: Yeah. | think the ‘Own It’ piece is so critical, because a participant might walk into the room or
a learner might walk into a session and go, oh, this is interesting. Okay, so | can see some of the
behaviours play out. And yes, | recognise them, and maybe there's some of those things in myself
that I'm doing, all that kind of those really good question you're asking, Smita, do you recognise this
manager? Do you see them in yourself? | love that.

But then what that starts to do is really internalise the recognition of where they are at on the
spectrum of development. And it doesn't have to be this kind of, as you say, this finger pointing thing,
but if you don't have that self realisation that you are probably exhibiting some of those unhelpful
behaviours or maybe you're not as developed as you thought you were with these performance
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management skills that you you think you are, then actually you can't really move into change
effectively.

Smita: Yes. And in my experience, | think you will also share this experience, most of the times it's
very natural for them to kind of understand that this is so critical for my role, specifically, the
performance management mindset, because | think it's an everyday role for them. So this was the
work we did for one of the banks from APEC, headquartered in APEC. They came to us, asks to do
these workshops on that new concept in performance management systems which was called
Everyday Performance Management, that's what they called it.

And when we used to go into the room, the first questions the managers ask participants in the room
would ask, oh, my God, do | have to do it every day? | won't get time. That's the kind of pressure they
feel that where is the time. But the whole philosophy of that programme, which the bank did for
almost about thousand of their managerial population was more and more regular feedbacks, more
and more regular conversations, not really waiting for something to happen: instead of being
reactive, be proactive. | think through these conversations, the ‘Own It’ happens very organically very
naturally for the managers.

Allen: Absolutely. So they've seen it, we've held up that mirror, they recognise those behaviours its
themselves within the culture of the organisation within their teams, they've owned the fact that
there's some change that needs to happen and that they realise where they are on their
developmental journey. And so that naturally moves us into the ‘Change It’ piece, this can be a lot of
fun in sessions, | think, for performance management, right. This is where the experiential approach
really comes to life, if you will. So give us some insight into ways that we're helping participants
‘Change It’ within sessions?

Smita: So as you rightly said, the ‘See It’, ‘Own It’ part is where they are sitting and observing. A lot
of observation experiences going on. A lot of thinking is going on. A lot of questioning is going on.
When they come to the ‘Change It’ part, we kind of give them some tools, which they can take back
to their workplace and start using them in their day to day, work life. It can consist of models and
frameworks and theory, models of feedback like SBI, model of coaching like role model, around
crucial conversations, difficult conversations so that they can use this and start implementing that,
and that will help them change.

One of the most important tools or things that we do in the Change It but is also skills-practice role
plays. Again, in the context of performance management, conversations or mindsets, | can talk a lot
about it, | can hear a lot about it. But when it comes to practically doing it, it's very necessary that
they get a practical experience of that. So in our skills-practice role plays, some of our active
facilitators will portray different characters like a difficult team member, somebody who's unhappy,
somebody who's a high performer but is asking for something, which is not possible, depending on
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because it's highly researched or depending on what we're hearing in the research, these participants
will then play the skills-practice, with these actors.

And our actors are brilliant. They will be throwing a lot of googlies on them. The moment they feel
that they have got it, the way the actors will react is very different. And | think the skills-practice role
plays are a safe environment for them to even fail in these conversations, to even be not on the right
path. But the experience that they gain from here, | think it goes a long way for them. So that's one
of the things that we do.

Also peer feedback, when we do these skills-practice role plays, the other participants are observing
them, while they are having these role plays with our actors. And then the peer feedback will help
them, that you would have done this, this would have been better, you would have asked this
guestion; instead of a closed ended, you would have kept the question open ended question. A lot
of things then come out and it's a great experience for them.

Allen: Absolutely. A couple of things to pick up on there is what we can also be building into this
experience of ‘Change It’, is really directly linking the development of those models or the
development of those theories directly to their key performance indicators within their roles as
managers, right. So what are the expectations of the business as directly related to the things that
they're going to be sort of fed back on as managers, right, the things that they need to be
demonstrating that they're doing well? So it becomes less of a nebulous concept and becomes really
practical for their everyday experiences and stuff they need to show up doing.

And then | also love the technique, we call it ‘Forum theatre’, but it can also be ‘Interactive theatre’
where you can start playing out a scenario as a manager. And anytime a manager gets stuck in a
conversation, they come out to the participants, and they say, oh, this is not going the way | thought
it would. Help me put this model into practice. Help me put this theory into practice practically in this
conversation, and we can play that out, for better or for worse. Because it's not about showing a
perfect conversation, because there's no one way to have a conversation.

Smita: | remember one of the times when | was facilitating this, again, as | said, peer learning, one
manager just stood up and started sharing that it was a very difficult performance management
conversation with one of the team members. And what he did rightly, was to set the tone of the
conversation very nicely, saying that it can become a little difficult conversation. So let's be aware
that it can be emotionally triggering to both of us.

We do a lot of preparation as facilitators, also bringing up examples and real life situations. And when
we say we use the wisdom of the crowd, we encourage participants to share from their life. And |
think it works beautiful in our sessions.
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Allen: Yeah, absolutely. It can be sometimes lonely as a manager, when you think oh my gosh, I've
got all these people that I'm trying to oversee, but | don't even know if I'm doing this well. So when
you get into a Step session, you say that sort of peer learning that wisdom of the crowd, you can
really start to go okay, great. I've learned a little bit from my colleague here. I've shared a little bit
there. So then they start to really understand kind of the great things that they're doing in those areas
for improvement as well.

And also, just to point out that we were talking as if a lot of this stuff is either virtual live or live in the
room, but we also can do this from a digital learning perspective or a media perspective, right, where
we can film a scenario, if you will, and then create content that internal facilitators can lead based on
that film content.

Smita: Absolutely.

Allen: Okay. So we've seen it, held up that mirror, we've owned it, they own the responsibility of
where they're at, the needs for change, we've spent some time with them in the session, practising
the Change It, so giving them the skills practice that peer feedback, maybe a media based approach
where they can choose their own adventure, really crucially with the final step of the Steps to Change
processes the ‘Live It.

I've said this before, but | believe if we can go in there and create really engaging sessions with
participants, they're really going to have some aha moments and some clear insight about what they
need to be doing differently. But if all we do is go and have a good few hours with them in a session,
and nothing changes in the Live It part, then we've wasted everyone's time and money basically. So
what are we doing to really help participants take the learning out of the session back into their
everyday lives and Live It so that this is not just a one and done?

Smita: To start off this stage, what we do is, by the time, we are kind of towards the end of the
session, we give them good amount of time for doing action planning and commitments. Because it's
a very different approach for each manager, they will have different styles, so we cannot give all
solution for everyone. So they do their action planning and commitments individually. Sometimes we
use the start-stop-continue cards, which are primarily cards where they can write about some things
they will start to do, that they haven't done some things they will stop to do after learning these skills
and really experiencing what it means to have a better performance management mindset and keep
continue to do those things.
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They can also kind of go back and link these things to their performance systems and processes.
Sometimes, we also suggest to our clients that they can have regular check ins with these manager
cohorts. Sometimes we offer other solutions, like as you said, digital where they can come back and
refresh the concepts they have learned, the challenges, they have discussed, bases these workshops
we can create those elearning, which will be kind of a segue into further developing those skills.

At organisation level, we also offer them coaching sets, where a very small bit of this cohort comes
and discuss their challenges as they go back, start implementing these skills, more skills-practice role
plays, because it's a skill like swimming. The more you do, the more better you get. We also work
with our clients to kind of send nudges throughout weeks, months, on whatever duration we kind of
agree and kind of give them those kinds of little pushes.

| remember one of the things that we were discussing with one of the clients is just before you're
getting into a meeting, something will pop up on your mobile screen that how would you like to
handle this meeting today, for example? Maybe during the performance appraisal or performance
management appraisal season, or maybe on a weekly basis, we can do something like have you had
a performance management conversation with your team member? How do you feel about it?

So there are a lot of creative ways, that we all are creative people, we can devise to help these
participants actually live what they have learned.

Allen: One of the things | love about the Coaching Sets, or sometimes called Action Learning Sets, is
you start to build a team of accountability connections. And what | mean by that is the managers will
set some time aside maybe once a month, or once every six weeks, where they just come together,
and they share their challenges that they're facing, or they can share some great learning that they
had with a difficult conversation or helping an individual contributor to be more successful in their
role. And that kind of storytelling or sharing really inspires other people in the space, but it's also
holding them accountable because they can't hide in those conversations, right, they need to show
up and say this is the things that I'm trying, this is how I'm helping my team, this is how I'm developing
or this is where | feel like I'm still struggling.

Smita: Absolutely.

Allen: | think also one of the things that clients come to us about is how do we know this is working?
Because | think yeah, there's some people out there that want to have numbers and tell the story of
why they're successful. So what are some of the things that we do with clients to really help tell the
whole story of being a part of the Steps session has been effective?
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Smita: The first is the reaction of the participants after the session. There will be aha moments and
they will be openly sharing their challenges. And most of the times after the session, the participants
would come to us and say, one of the disclaimers Allen tell you that we give us the drama scenarios
will be exaggerated. In my career at Steps, almost 98% times I've heard participants coming and
saying that this was not exaggerated. There are more things that happened here.

So | think that engagement is one of the first indications of the impact that we have created. Apart
from that we do kind of work with clients to see if we can get some data. Sometimes we do pre and
post-assessments. Like pre-assessments with their team members, where do you say you think the
engagement level is? How frequently is the manager talking? And then the post-assessment, after,
say, 15 days, a month, two months, three months, depending on the journey the managers are going
through.

Also, in my experience, I've seen participants connecting on LinkedIn, and going through the stuff we
put on our LinkedIn page, the clients keep coming back to us for more. That's a pretty good indication
of we creating impact.

Allen: Absolutely. And sometimes it's just the stories, right, that people are telling, right. So you can
See It in attrition numbers reducing, retention numbers growing, because people are feeling more
valued going to the top of the conversation where people feel like we're engaging in them as
individuals, we’re really investing time in them in their development, and telling those good news
stories about how the culture is developing, about how their skills are developing: they feel
empowered to really grow in these spaces. So | think that's also a really important part of the tracking,
if you will.

Smita: Yes, absolutely. And it has always been a great experience, specifically working on
performance management mindsets, because it's expected out of it, it's expected out of them. The
only way they can really make this work is to feel responsible for themselves and their team
members. And through our sessions, | think we create this awareness and responsibility into them.
So that's always a great experience for me.

Allen: Well, Smita, thank you so much for your time today. This has been a really engaging
conversation. That's about all the time we have left for this episode. I'd also like to thank you,
listeners, for joining us on this episode. If you'd like to know more about Steps and Steps To Change,
make sure to visit our website, find us on LinkedIn or sign up to our newsletter. All the links will be
available 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 e-mail 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 e-mail or on our socials and let us know. As
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always, thank you to our production team, we couldn't do this without you. I'm your host, Allen
Liedkie, and we look forward to you tuning into the next episode where we'll be discussing our
experience in customer service programming and ways to empower learners to develop effective
customer service skills.

Until next time, thank you. And remember, you too can See It, Own It, Change It and Live It.
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