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Steps to Change - What challenges have women faced in the workplace
historically and today? And how can an experiential learning approach
support a more equitable working environment for women?

Alan: Hello, and welcome to this episode of Steps To Change, the podcast where we explore learning
and development topics, organisational 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 how we design and deliver learning and culture change programs that support
women in the workplace. We'll look at the challenges women have faced and currently face in the
working world and discuss ways we have partnered with clients to support developing content focused
on raising awareness and effecting positive change for women.

| am your host, Alan Liedkie, and on this episode, we're joined by Liz Jones. And just to caveat that we
are with non-traditional tech with Liz this week as she's joining us from a remote location. Liz, thanks for
joining us. How are you, Liz?

Liz: I'm fine, Alan, thank you. And how are you too?

Alan: I'm very well. Great to have you on this episode. Liz, for the listeners that are out there and who
might not know you, tell us a little bit about who you are, what you do at Steps, and your insight and
experience with the subject matter today.

Liz: Sure, thank you. And thanks for having me. I'm the country head for the U.S. for Steps. I'm a former
client actually, so | experienced Steps work as a client many, many, many years ago now and really
enjoyed what | saw and saw huge value in it, and so | came to join Steps. I've had an extensive career in
the corporate world, about 30 years actually, in corporate life. And so, I've seen the journey for women
over many, many decades.

Alan: Thank you, Liz. And | have really appreciated your insight in how you've contributed to Steps overall
since you've joined us. It's really great having that knowledge of someone who is a former client and able
to help guide and shape us with your experience over the many years you have in the corporate world
and help us be the best consultancy we can possibly be. So really, thank you for that.

So | want to pick up, Liz, as we start to dive into the topic today. You just mentioned there you've got an
extensive career in the corporate world. You have seen a lot of the challenges that women have faced
and the successes maybe that they've overcome as well over the past somewhat 30 years you've
referenced there in the corporate world. So I'd just like to spend a little bit of time reflecting on your
experience as a woman, what you've seen in the corporate world in terms of women in the workplace,
and then we'll start to funnel that down into how we use the Steps to Change model to create really
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effective learning content. But let's stick in this sort of overview space for a few minutes. Over to you,
Liz.

Liz: Yes, oh my goodness. So much to pack in. So | think one of the things that really helped me in a way
but was a tough, tough lesson was | became a manager very early on in my career, | was in my mid-
twenties. And at the time, there were very few women. | was usually the only one and sometimes one
of two people in sort of managerial positions. And as | increased, | was fortunate, | was promoted several
times and so | rose in terms of leadership positions. But | didn't have many people to look up to. | didn't
have many people to look up to and see what kind of things to do or kind of role models or women who
perhaps had gone before me. I've seen a lot of things, a lot of them not very positive. And we're back in
the sort of 80s and 90s now, | experienced a lot of patronising, a lot of very unpleasant behaviour directed
towards me because at the time, that was seen as very normal and acceptable. So it gave me a very thick
skin, | guess.

| think the other piece around just generally that it helped me think about was when | was in a position
of leadership, how could | give back? How could | help other women coming through? And | actually was
part of a mentorship program | helped design specifically for women, younger women, coming through
so that | could pass on maybe some of the lessons that | had learned and maybe help them sort of
shortcut some of those things or navigate a little quicker so they didn't have to go through some of the
difficulties maybe I'd experienced.

Alan: | think that's really a powerful thing because you've been given these opportunities to step into
leadership roles or to management roles at a young age, you didn't have a sort of person to look up to
where you could kind of learn from. So really taking the opportunity and then playing it back to the
generation that's coming up behind you to really help them understand challenges they might face and
give them the best opportunity to be successful, if you will.

And just another thing to pick up on as we start to think about, what are the shifts that's happened since
those 80s and 90s that you mentioned. Obviously, | didn't grow up in the corporate world in the 80s and
90s, but I've heard from several people when we're putting content together for programs that they say,
you know, | thought we'd move past this. | thought we had kind of got over this from the 80s and 90s,
but some of those behaviours still come back. So | think it's worth noting that the past doesn't always
just go away, right? There's still behaviours that need some attention and some work to be done, if you
will. But overall, positive change has hopefully been made for women in the workplace.

Liz: Indeed. And I'd say one of the things I've noticed over the years is that many lifestyles are now
acceptable. Many lifestyles are now viewed as positive, good, encouraged, embraced, included. So being
a woman in the workplace, if you choose to have children, there's a lot of ways that that's now viewed
in @ much more positive light than it was back in the day. | can remember actually being asked directly
in an interview whether | intended to have a family or not, which is actually, apart from being illegal, is
that whole sort of sense of those kinds of things have changed a lot.
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Alan: Picking up on that, there is the behavioural and the mindset of what's acceptable in terms of
communications or biases towards women or people who identify as women. But in our preparation for
this conversation, you also mentioned the fact that just statistically, that's a numbers game as well now,
right? We now have more women in senior leadership positions who are leading these companies and
stuff. So, when you take a look back at the positive changes, that have been made that's just a really
good statistic just to show that absolutely there has been a big shift from a demographic perspective.

And | think as we start to then funnel this into the ways that we develop content in partnership with
clients as part of this conversation, from your perspective, Liz, what are some of the current challenges
that women face and why would clients want to come to us to develop content to support having
effective conversations for that population?

Liz: Well, | think the business case for doing this is to me around really understanding that a blended
approach to gender in the workplace provides better decisions. And I've seen that myself, I've seen it
play out for years and years and years. There is a definite value in communication styles being slightly
different, in perspectives being different. So the decision making is clearly better if you have that mix of
views, unquestionably, | would say.

And therefore, in terms of a business case, for people coming to us, a lot of the work we do is about
bringing those behaviours to life. So, showing how that can play out from the point of view of a decision-
making piece | think is extremely powerful, because not everybody can see it themselves, but we can
bring that into view for people in our program so they can see, yeah, there is value, genuine value. It's
not just a nice thing to do. It actually makes business sense.

Alan: Okay, Liz. So, let's now move into the ‘See it’ phase of the Steps to Change methodology. And just
as a reminder for listeners, as part of ‘See it’, our aim is to hold up an accurate mirror to those behaviours
that are taking place in an organisation. And we'll do that through good research, having good
conversations around what's the best of the best in those areas for improvement.
And then we will take all of those themes, weave them into live drama-based scenarios, video-led
scenarios, e-learning, if you will.

So in terms of the subject matter for today, Liz, what are the types of things that we might be showing
in the ‘See it’ phase when we're thinking about challenges women face in the workplace?

Liz: | can think of a few examples that certainly I've seen and experienced. One is sort of not fit for a role
because of either perceptions or the reality of not wanting to travel maybe or work different hours or
be flexible around time zones. As | say, sometimes perception, sometimes a bias, but sort of the mindset
maybe, well, she would want to do that.
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Alan: Yeah, so that would really fit in some of our DE&I programming, right. And you picked up on bias
there. And just to kind of paint a picture for the listeners, more than several times in researching
programs on DE&I when conversations about women come up, there will be this sense that a manager,
usually a male, will think they're doing something positive by saying, oh, Liz has just started a family, so
let's be nice to Liz and not put her on something with lots of travel or lots of different time zones. And
so where a benevolent bias could come in towards someone actually can have quite a big impact on the
individual, right? So it's important to play that out because there might be people going, oh, well, that
person's doing a positive thing, but actually we can then start to see the negative impact it has.

Liz: Definitely. Another one, | think, would be the difference between confidence and pushiness.
Alan: Oh, tell me more, Liz. That sounds contentious.

Liz: Yes. So, a man or someone who identifies as a man may be seen as confident, sure of themselves,
really pushing, good at articulating a position. A woman or a person who identifies as a woman may be
seen as aggressive, pushy, challenging, pretty typical differences. Sometimes you can see that in
appraisal conversations when people get given feedback, they’re little bit pushy, you know, could do
with toning it down a bit. You wonder if that behaviour when seen from the other lens might be viewed
in very positive terms rather than as a sort of negative, which is the implication.

Alan: Yeah, right. So that sense of like, you know, oh, Alan, he's that go-getter. He's really accomplished.
He's a real driver versus Liz, oh, she's difficult, she's challenging, she's aggressive, right. Yeah, absolutely.
Just those different phrases and the qualities that can come in is a real kind of sticking point in several
of the scenarios that we've written that happen all the time. Yeah. What else, Liz? What other things
might come up?

Liz: There is an element of that sort of in and out crowd sort of, well, we're assuming you don't follow
football. So I think it's just about not making assumptions, not having biases, and just taking individuals
as who they are. And all throughout my career, I've always felt one of the things about me as Liz is |
happen to be a woman, right? That's one of the things about me. | have many other things about me.
And that's one. Now, okay, let's not make everything about that, because that's not helpful or useful or,
frankly, productive. So...

Alan: That falls in that under that umbrella of that bro culture, as they're calling it nowadays, right. And
let's just note a couple of things here. So in the scenarios that are playing out, that's kind of your affinity
bias, right, we see we have a natural predilection to hang out with people that have similar values as us,
maybe look like us, like the same things, and so that can be where a gender imbalance and how you
associate with people in the workplace can show up. And if we don't like tune into that and demonstrate
that by holding up that mirror, right, you might have people in the room going, oh, that kind of stuff
doesn't happen today. That's that stuff from the 80s and 90s.
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But actually 2024, it does definitely still happen, because that's just the way human beings are wired,
right. We have a penchant to wanting to associate with people that make us feel comfortable. And we
do here, and this is part of a large program that we've just finished running, where one of the things, and
unfortunately, this is still happening nowadays, is under the umbrella of sexual harassment, right. And
we know that women face this still on the regular today, which is really unfortunate. And | think one of
the impacts that is having is we're seeing that men actually are avoiding interactions with women,
because they're worried about any of their behaviours being interpreted by the person across from them
as potentially harassing behaviours.

And that's the pendulum swinging so far the other way, because what we're missing out on is
development opportunities, mentorship opportunities, really good inclusion culture, if we continue
down this route. So really powerful thing to hold up that mirror and that way to say, this is, obviously,
we don't want any sexual harassment to happen in the workplace. We really want to be able to try and
support organisations to reduce that. But going the other way, right, you start to impact women in a
non-inclusive way if you go down that route too far.

Liz: | think also just helping people have authentic, genuine conversation. So | think, again, one of the
benefits of the kind of work we do is show them what these behaviours look like. So | think it's really
helping everybody be able to be authentic, genuine and have those discussions without feeling worried
or anxious that they might be saying the wrong thing or doing the wrong thing or it might be
misinterpreted, but also genuinely sort of taking that seriously that it's not okay to go in unprepared. It's
not okay just to sort of talk from the off the cuff and shoot from the hip and not understand the impact
that can have on somebody else.

Alan: And as you say, and this is a really good way to move into the ‘Own it space’. | like what you said a
bit earlier around the fact that, and I'm paraphrasing here, Liz, but you said something to the effect of
an aspect of me is that I'm a woman. It is not the defining aspect of me, right? And so | think that could
be a part of a really big piece of the ‘See it’ where we're seeing the different interactions and how it can
impact women and how it can show up, and so really raising that awareness around the fact that there's
work to be done, right. This isn't all just been solved.

So the participants have seen it, they've recognized some of the behaviours. They may have maybe been
made aware of behaviours that they didn't recognize because maybe it doesn't necessarily happen to
them on a regular basis, but we have a shared understanding now that there are unhelpful behaviours
and interactions when we think about women in the workplace or people who identify as women. So
then we want to move into ‘Own it’. So what are the kind of key moments for participants in our
programming when we get into the ‘Own it’ phase as part of the learning journey, Liz?

Liz: So | think owning it is really understanding your part to play. And that's pretty typical of when we
run our program. We show the mirror, we hold it up, for people say but you've got to internalise it.
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You've got to own it yourself. You've got to do some work on yourself to really own it and say, yes, | can
recognize that and that's me.

So, one of the things that I've always felt throughout my career is that men are not the problem. And |
think that's an important sort of mindset for me personally, because it's not that we're sort of fixing the
problem. It's that we're all, as | said, working in a work environment where we want to get the best job
done.

Alan: You're absolutely right. | think there can be an element when we are designing programs or part
of a program that focuses on workplace challenges for women or those who identify as women in the
workplace could be that, oh, it's all the men's faults. And the patriarchy is the whole reason that we're
in this position. And there's lots of misogyny that's coming out, right? But actually, some of that is very
true. We're not going to push that under the rug, because yes, there are challenges that that's faced.

But it's really important to recognize that actually sometimes other women in the workplace and
behaviour towards other women can be something that needs to be picked up on. And | think that's a
really great element of the own it phase in our programming, because actually, there could be people
sat in that room going, oh, my gosh, | never really realised it. But | have a tougher mindset towards
women, because | am one, because | expect more or whatever it is that it may be. And that bit of an aha
moment is kind of really important, because you then start to realise it's not an us versus them, it's kind
of we all are in this together to really help affect that change.

Also, as part of the ‘Own it’, participants are going, okay, well, what are my biases that | might currently
hold? Being really honest with themselves going, if | am honest, | have done some of those things that
I've seen played out, or I've experienced them. So once we can get that visceral connection, and then
people take responsibility for where they're at in this conversation, when they're really owning it, that's
when you can really start to get people to want to do something different and to change it.

So then moving along the Steps to Change methodology, so we do see it, own it, and now we're moving
into change it, what are the kind of things that we might be talking about in terms of changing behaviours
or mindset, Liz, to support reducing those behaviours that aren't so helpful?

Liz: | tend to look at it at sort of two levels. One is sort of the organisational, systemic, or the sort of
infrastructure, if you like, and then the individual. So | think on the sort of systemic level, certainly in the
corporate world | was in for a long time, we put a lot of time and attention on a balance of recruitment,
checking the biases, making sure we had good women or people who identify as women candidates, we
had a good bench, we had a good pipeline, a lot of our talent work was focused on that. So just some of
the sort of fundamental processes that run an organisation, making sure that they're set up in a way
where we can get those good numbers, if you like, just putting it in that sense.
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There's also looking at things like attrition, why do people leave? If they are, why might that be? Are
there certain policies, are there certain processes, are there certain things we're doing that are not
helping them stay? So | think at that sort of level, there's quite a lot that can be done to sort of really
understand from a data perspective what is actually going on there.

Alan: Yeah. And if there's one thing | could drill down into that, Liz, if we're thinking about this from
when you talk about your 30 years of experience in the corporate world, picking up on those systemic
policies, correct me if I'm wrong, but maternity leave and all of that isn't necessarily this really long-
standing policy that's been around for many, many, many, many years, it's in the grand scheme of things
relatively new. So for the younger listeners out there who maybe take for granted that equality of rights
for women in the workplace haven't always been around, and it's only been through having really good
conversations and making sure that policies are fair and equitable, that we are moving into this space
where there is more equity. Is that fair to say?

Liz: Definitely. Definitely.

Alan: And in terms of partnering with clients, it's really helping them to recognize, and a lot of this is
from the US perspective that we're talking about for the moment it could be what are the other
organisations doing to help create more equitable, systemic change? | mean, this will show up differently
because of policies around the world and the other regions that we work in, but this is just one example
of that sort of systemic organisational point that you're talking about, like how we can start to have those
conversations in the learning environment to really help people understand what are the things we need
to do differently is just an example.

And then you were mentioning, Liz, some of the other bucket, those individually people changing it or
as teams changing it, do you want to unpack that a little bit more for us? What's going on in ‘Change it’
from that bucket?

Liz: So | think at the individual level, we talked already about sort of understanding yourself, doing your
own work, checking your own biases, sort of being aware of those things. But | think also in the team
environment just if you're part of a team, | mean, we're all part of multiple teams in the workplace. So,
how do | show up in the team? How do | make sure | listen to everybody else? How do | make sure | show
up in the right way for my colleagues? Those sort of elements in terms of bringing yourself to work in
the right way from a team perspective.

I think also allyship, sort of being a good ally. We do a lot of this work in Steps on rights, but it also applies
to other topics, so being a good ally, being a good sort of advocate for others. And we mentioned
mentorship earlier on, just some of those things that, really hold the others up and sort of supporting
them and encouraging them. And that doesn't have to be just women or those who identify as women,
but just generally sort of creating that positive environment where everyone feels kind of encouraged.
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And also just calling things out. | mean, at an individual level if you see something that's not good, you
need to say something. If you see behaviour that is not acceptable or not good or not helpful, and you
see another person sort of struggling a bit with that, your role is to kind of be there and kind of be that
advocate, be that person next to them to go, not sure that's great because sometimes people don't have
their own voice.

Alan: Just to drill down a little bit to the few of those examples that you've shared there, | think one of
the really powerful parts of ‘Change it’ and the programming, whatever it may be, if it's live with actor
facilitators or even through the video-led approach or e-learning approach is we can use different
techniques where participants can see a moment happen, maybe a missed moment of allyship or a
missed moment of being an upstander where somebody could have stood up and said, hey, maybe this
isn't great behaviour and it's affecting this person this way. We can play that out and then we can go
back and revisit that and give them the chance to say, oh, | would do this or | would say this or | would
maybe approach it this way.

So they're really getting a sense of practising the art of speaking up or being an ally through the use of
the drama-based methodology, which is super, super impactful because | think a lot of what we hear in
our programming is people going, I'm just not sure of what to do or | don't want to speak up for women
because women are more than capable of speaking for themselves. So maybe they go like, oh, it's not
my place. | don't want to be the man that says everything for the woman because then I'm mansplaining.
And it's like, well, hold on a minute. No, don't get caught up in all of that. Yes, be aware of that. But
actually, let's look at what it actually means to put it into practice, so in a safe space and a good learning
environment where they can try out different approaches. So really important as part of that ‘Change it’
piece.

Liz: And we talked earlier on about sort of having authentic conversations, being comfortable, having
just discussions, conversations, talking to each other. So | think that's a good way of also giving examples
of what are the words? How do you put this? How do you say it? And one of the joys of our work is as
you say you can sort of see that in real time when we do some of our techniques around, okay, if | try
this on you, and how does it feel? What's the reaction? Is that actually come across as helpful? Does it
come across as patronising? So | think that that's a great way of really just trying on the words.

Alan: Absolutely. And this really moves us very organically into the ‘Live it’ part of the conversation or
the steps to change process, Liz, because as we are aware, we can create really good impactful
programming, but if people just leave that session and do nothing different, then nothing's going to
change. So, this is really where the work comes in for an individual and for organisations as a whole. So,
what are the things that people can do to practically ‘Live it’ to support more equity for women in the
workplace? What's the kind of stuff that can happen in ‘Live It’ that's really going to make this stuff stick?
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Liz: That's the acid test, right, is what are you going to do? So | think first of all, it just in terms of ‘Live it’,
one of the things that | feel very passionate about is that this has got to be sustained. And part of that
has to be infrastructure, systemic, the things that enable that to happen across the organisation. So one
thing just to come on to some practical things, one is ERGs, affinity groups. That's a great tool that most
organisations have for listening to, advocating for, and bringing together certain groups of affinity for
whatever it is.

Two is mentoring, as we mentioned before, mentoring, sponsorship, advocating for other women,
passing on your learning, showing the growth you've seen and helping others to take it through
themselves. Also, | think the allyship we just spoke about, how to be a good ally, how to be upstanding
for others, that's another specific thing that could be done. And then | think just role modelling in teams,
particularly, I've spent a lot of my corporate life in teams, leading teams, being part of teams, and the
way that team behaviour happens, norms form in any team. A team sort of has its own way of being,
kind of evolves itself into this sort of this culture, if you like. And so | think team norms are a great way
of calling that out. Okay.

How do we want to behave with each other in this team? What is respect? What is listening? What is
listening to other people's points of view? Do we genuinely believe the best idea wins, whoever it came
from? Do we actually think that? So | think using team norms, using team sort of sessions to really think
about what does this team want to feel and look like, because then you can hold people accountable to
that. You can come back to that and say, these behaviours are what we aspire to, let's call each other
out on those things.

One thing that just also | found very helpful in getting my corporate life was any kind of survey tool, any
kind of data that's done, as many engagement surveys, many culture surveys, many, many instruments
you can use to gather data, the feedback of those that relates specifically to how people are included.
So that can be something you can utilise as data and you can measure that over time. You can benchmark
yourself as an organisation, as a business unit, as a team, as a leadership team, whatever. You can track
that over time. And | used to do quite a lot of that work myself. So that's very powerful because there's
data behind it.

So simple things like eye contact, simple things like who gets up when someone comes in the room,
simple things like who sits where; so you don't want to overthink it, but there's a little bit, again, of those
patterns that can start to form. And just the body language, the body language of people says a huge
amount. 85% of the way we communicate is body language. And that's why, again, | think the work we
do is so powerful because we show it, people see it. And the eye rolling, that we just finally eye roll it. So
when someone makes a comment like, you know, oh, Liz's leaving because she's got to go and pick her
kid up from school again, and then there's a bit of eye rolling. No one needs to say anything, but that's
enough. We've all now got the message that, oh, here we go again. So those little things just make a
huge difference. So check yourself on that.
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Alan: | really love that example of the little things and how we can just continue to check ourselves. And
reflecting on some of our programming that we've done in the past, where it's had a genuine impact for
an organisation, we had the privilege of partnering with Deckert, a global law firm, on many years of
inclusion work for them. And one of the things they were able to track, which we're really proud of, is
that because of the work they partnered in doing with Steps to really hold up that mirror, let the firm's
population see it, if you will, and then start to go through the own it, the change it, and the live it in
terms of the impact the behaviours were having for women in the workplace. They've been able to
reduce those unhelpful behaviours and actually work towards their goal of gender parity within the firm
at the levels that they're looking to achieve that in.

So, nothing's a finished book. There's always work that's able to get done, but just recognizing that this
has real-world impact and can absolutely support organisations to achieve whatever goal it is they're
looking to achieve that we'd want to get close to them and partner with them on. So, Liz, this has been
an absolutely super enjoyable conversation, so thank you for taking the time to join us today. It's been
really thoughtful and provoking discussion. And 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, or sign up to our newsletter. All those links will be available in the show notes. If you're
interested in how Steps could partner with you or your organisation to support your needs, 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. | am your host, Alan
Liedkie, and we look forward to you tuning in to the next episode where we'll be discussing how we use
our experiential approach to support organisations with creating and sustaining workplace culture. Until
next time, thank you, and remember you too can see it, own it, change it, and live it.
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