
Ep 44 The Culture Hour with Guest Kristen Rhoads 

Shelley Smith: Hello and welcome to another episode of the Culture Hour. My name is Shelley 
Smith, a proud owner of Premier Rapport, where everything about workplace 
culture matters, and it starts with people. Today my guest is Kristen Rhodes. She 
is an engagement, let me get it, a people engagement manager. And I can't wait 
to dive into more about not just the title because I love people engagement, I 
love that, but really to hear about what you do and why you do and how you do 
and how you got started. And obviously we're going to pick your brain 
immensely around people engagement as a whole. So without further ado, 
Kristen, why don't you tell the viewers and the listeners a little bit more about 
yourself? 

Kristen Rhoads: Yeah, thanks Shelley. And thanks for everything you do. I love your podcast. 

Shelley Smith: Thank you. 

Kristen Rhoads: Got a lot out of the episodes I had the opportunity to listen to. 

Shelley Smith: Good. 

Kristen Rhoads: Well, yeah, I work in people engagement, which means that I get to work on all 
of the incredible systems and processes that help people connect with purpose 
and joy in the work and motivation. And I love everything about those systems. I 
actually started in higher education, thinking about what motivates college 
students and what helps them do their best learning and growth and 
development. And I got into experiential education because I found that people 
develop and thrive when they have experiences and good learning and support 
and mentorship around those experiences. 

Kristen Rhoads: So I started there and had the opportunity to segue into nonprofit program 
management. And that's when I really got to expand beyond college students, 
and work with college students still, but also professional groups of people. And 
I got to dive more into hiring and recruiting and training and onboarding. And 
during that time I had the opportunity to hire and on-board and train about 300 
people total for our team. And that was just a really deep dive for me into 
people being our most valuable assets and how to spend time on those systems 
and processes that really help people develop into their next level of growth, 
their next level of development. 

Kristen Rhoads: And Aileron, which is where I get to do my work now, so the Aileron community, 
that's what we are all about. And so I remember the day that I got connected 
with the opportunity to work with the Aileron community, and the way that 
even they shared the job description, I thought, oh, this is just speaking to me. 
It's a focus on people and a belief that we can build better systems and 
processes that help people grow and thrive. 

Kristen Rhoads: So then I transitioned out of nonprofit program management and into the 
community that I'm in now. And that's a little bit about me. 
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Shelley Smith: Why don't you spell Aileron for everyone so we don't, because I'm sure people 
will be like, wait, I got to Google that. What is that? 

Kristen Rhoads: Absolutely. So it's Aileron, A-I-L-E-R-O-N, and our website is aileron.org. And an 
Aileron is a part of an airplane, and it helps provide lift and direction. And so 
that's what we do for privately held businesses. And so we work with privately 
held businesses, their leaders, their teams to help them grow to their next level. 

Shelley Smith: I love that. So you said if a few things. I've been, every time I look down, I'm just 
taking notes. You said a few of my buzzwords that I love. So I just want to... You 
talked about purpose. So I don't always say purpose. I usually will say intentions, 
but purpose, intentions. You talked about experiences, and you talked about 
that on the the higher education piece. So I want to dive into that a little bit on 
the experiences side. And experiences is definitely a buzz word these days. And 
people use it for different reasons. And then you talked about hiring, 
onboarding, training. You talked about systems, processes. And then that 
definition of lift and direction, which obviously all goes into that quite nicely. 

Shelley Smith: I want to unpack a little bit about onboarding. So there's so many different 
places that employers can go, I say create the blind spot and things that go 
sideways. And so obviously that can start with a misrepresented job description. 
You talked about that. I like that. Which leads into the hiring process. But that 
onboarding process, I think is one of the biggest opportunities that companies 
have to really begin to shift their workplace culture. So let's stick there for a 
minute. Can you just talk about what onboarding means to you? What it is that 
you believe is successful onboarding? 

Kristen Rhoads: Yes, I'd love to. Onboarding is one of my favorite things to work on. So we're 
starting in a great place. So one thing that comes to mind around onboarding, 
especially when it's onboarding new people to your team, so onboarding new 
people to your workplace, one thing that comes to mind is that it's a two way 
street. And so when you're onboarding someone to your community, you're 
also onboarding your community to a growing team and new work 
responsibilities, maybe even a new role. And so one way to think about it is it's 
not just how are we going to train this person. It's how are we all going to go on 
this journey that's going to take all of us to the next best level. So we at Aileron, 
we really treat it like a journey. And we treat it like there's a lot of different 
perspectives in this journey. 

Kristen Rhoads: And so one place that we start that's really helpful to us is to anchor in on what 
success looks like. So by growing our team, what are we hoping to see different? 
What are we hoping that will change or grow or get to the next level? And let's 
be really specific. So we can kind of unpack what does success look like for this 
person joining our team. And then once we get clear on that, we can look at 
what does success look like for onboarding them? And let's chunk it down, 
right? So let's not try to boil the ocean. Let's look at what could we accomplish 
together in these first 30 days. 
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Kristen Rhoads: And then we typically build the onboarding plan with a group of people. So we 
would build the plan. There's some things that we can do before the new hire 
gets to their first day, but we would build the plan with them because they 
probably have ideas about what success looks like for them in the first 30 days 
too. So rather than saying, here's what we've decided we're going to do for your 
onboarding, we say, here are some of our ideas, and now let's get your ideas on 
the table too. 

Kristen Rhoads: And then another piece we do while we're building that journey is we keep it 
visible. And it's not going to be a cookie cutter, same format or same steps or 
same success for everyone. So there are some things that we know we can do 
that are best practices for introducing someone into our culture and learning 
about them and their strengths. And we're going to use those best practices 
regularly. And we're going to have custom plans and custom journey depending 
on the context and the person and the role that they're onboarding to. 

Shelley Smith: Oh my goodness, I love every single piece of that. You used some more of my 
favorite things about what does success look like. It's amazing how many 
individuals don't define that one-on-one or inside of the team. And so, it's like 
having, I say it's like having darts but no dartboard. 

Kristen Rhoads: Yes. 

Shelley Smith: You don't know where to throw it. So I love that, and I hope the listeners are 
really gravitating into that as well. And also liked, I'm going to reframe it a little 
bit, you talked about the me versus the we, and the greater of the we inside of 
that journey. And so I love that. And then another thing that you talked about 
was the customization. So you lean into the needs of the person as well as the 
team, and you do that together. So again, I think those are an incredible way to 
onboard with great success. 

Shelley Smith: My curiosity is after you come out of the first, like 30 days, I guess, how long 
does the onboarding technically... Where does it start and stop? So obviously 
you have an intentional 30 days. What happens beyond that? 

Kristen Rhoads: Yeah, great question. And we are also curious about that. It's a journey. I would 
say our onboarding processes are not entirely different from our regular 
development and growth processes. And so when it's onboarding, we know that 
we have some critical chunks of time, like the 30, 60, 90 day marks. Those are 
going to be great places to really lean into onboarding goals. So what does 
success look like given that you're new to us, and we are new to you? What 
does success look like there? 

Kristen Rhoads: Once we get past those kind of 30, 60, 90 days marks, it's not that there stops 
being a plan. We do continue the plan, but I would say that it moves into our 
more typical team development plan where you might have your own individual 
development goals and milestones or success indicators that you're reaching 
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for. And they would kind of be tied in with the rest of the teams too. So I've 
been with Aileron for going on two years, and I have my own development and 
ongoing learning plan too. And so I would say onboarding feeds into that. 

Kristen Rhoads: And when we're defining success in onboarding, that's an opportunity to define 
a trigger point that lets both of us know that we're beyond onboarding. So that's 
going to vary a little bit from person to person. I feel like it took me a full year to 
onboard, and in talking with our team and my manager about that, we all kind 
of said the same thing. Like yeah, it probably did take about a year. Whereas we 
have other roles where onboarding might feel pretty wrapped up within those 
first 90 days. 

Shelley Smith: Yeah, that definitely makes sense. So I'm curious too, a couple of things, I would 
like to talk about performance reviews or feedback or how do you guys either 
document or don't document. I would love to hear you weigh in on that. And 
then number two, how do you measure engagement? So let's start with what 
do you guys do from a performance standpoint? That's an ongoing dialogue of 
whether you do or you don't. So what is it that you all do? 

Kristen Rhoads: Oh, great question. Well, I'll tell you, we feel really strongly about this. And we 
are working on it always. So I can't say that we have the answer or the silver 
bullet. So I'll describe our journey with performance. So we really don't believe 
in individual success metrics as being a good motivator. So we look at our 
collective organizational success. So certainly we have indicators that let us 
know how we're doing. So we care about performance. Absolutely. 

Kristen Rhoads: But when it comes down to individuals that would be more focused on 
individual capabilities and individual contribution. So if we think about 
capabilities, or even competency, we're thinking about the skills and experience 
and knowledge that help us do our best work that enable us to do our jobs. And 
so that's what we would be focusing in on in the context of the bigger picture. 

Kristen Rhoads: So I could be learning and growing and becoming a great hiring leader. And 
that's not going to mean very much if it's just me in a silo hiring five people. So 
instead we focus on goal setting and performance success defining as a whole 
organization. And then we can kind of work backwards from there and say what 
competencies and capabilities do I need in order to do my part in that bigger 
success? So when we're doing kind of competency, we think of them more as 
competency review and culture review. So how are you doing against the 
success that we have decided together as a team? What's your role in that? And 
where do you need to be developing and growing in order to meet that goal in 
that role? 

Shelley Smith: How frequently do those conversations happen? 

Kristen Rhoads: We are working on that. So if we think about frequency, we don't want to think 
about that as kind of a once a year, big session. If we think about how people 
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grow and develop, we grow and develop best when we're having real time 
experience, real time feedback. And when I say feedback, I really mean the 
observations and the experience that people have with us that they can share 
with us. The feedback sometimes has this kind of negative connotation like, 
Shelly, can I give you some feedback on this podcast? 

Shelley Smith: Yeah, yeah, exactly. No, I'm tracking you. 

Kristen Rhoads: So our competency check-ins, we let them to be frequent. And we, at Aileron, 
that's part of our value of honesty and transparency. So when we're mapping 
out what success looks like in our people systems, and if I'm talking with the 
team about my competency in leading those goals for our people systems, I'm 
relying on the team to thought partner or share ideas with me about what I 
would need to do to help lead that and lead the progress in that area. And so 
we wouldn't want competency check-ins to be a once a year thing because I 
would need that ongoing dialogue. 

Kristen Rhoads: At the same time, we don't want to just say, let's talk about it all the time, 
anytime, because that's not really going to keep us moving in the right direction. 
So it helps to have habits or behaviors that support what you're trying to do. So 
we've done kind of a mix. I'm really interested in the idea of having a habit to 
check in quarterly because that feels like a good regular cadence to me, but 
we're experimenting with it to see how it goes. 

Shelley Smith: Beautiful. Well, I definitely agree with what you're saying and from a concept 
standpoint, absolutely. The listeners who are still doing annual performance 
reviews and tying that are lagging behind in today's expectations. And I have the 
same feeling about feedback. It needs to be forward feedback. It needs to be 
intentional, very specific, helping the individual repeat those behaviors that are 
completely aligned to your point. And then also giving them feedback to what 
does the future look like if maybe they adapt or they pivot or they try a different 
approach in order to get greater success inside of that. So I definitely agree. 

Shelley Smith: I'm a huge proponent of certainly not on the daily. That would be exhausting for 
everybody. But I do believe in intentional weekly, monthly check-in from both 
sides is definitely a healthy thing. 

Shelley Smith: But there's so many analogies around it. If you want a healthy partnership, 
period, you can't wait for the anniversary date to go, hey, how we doing. Or you 
can't wait till a five year mark. Hey, how we doing? You definitely have missed 
so many opportunities to define what right looks like if you don't do it more 
frequently. So I love that. 

Shelley Smith: So before we put a wrap on today, I do want to hear how are you guys 
measuring, and it might be the answer you just gave, to know how engaged 
your people are. So is it a specific assessment? Is it specific competencies that 
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you're looking at? How do you know? How are you measuring people 
engagement inside of your organization? 

Kristen Rhoads: Yeah, so when I think about people engagement, it brings me to our culture. 
And our culture is built on a foundation of our values. So thinking about how 
engaged our people are, we have opportunities to talk about it in a way where 
we all have common language about our values. So working together with 
people, we'll talk about how we're living and not living our values. And 
sometimes that happens on a spectrum. But I would know if someone was 
feeling a little disengaged because they wouldn't be engaging in that way 
around our values. And so it's an opportunity to check in and talk about how are 
we living and not living. 

Kristen Rhoads: So I'll give you an example. Aileron really values entrepreneurship. And one of 
the ways we think about that value is progress over perfection. And we don't 
just leave it at that. Of course, we really believe in that. We actually have it as a 
mantra on t-shirts, but we also dive into discussions about it. And so if I'm 
working with someone, and let's say these competency reviews, so we're 
interested in trying competency reviews quarterly. They happen regularly at 
Aileron, but we don't just want to check out about it. We want to have a habit 
of checking in quarterly. 

Kristen Rhoads: So if I'm talking with the team about that, and I'm saying, how are we living our 
value progress over perfection in this project, which is to launch regular 
competency reviews. One way that we're living it is that we're trying something 
bold. We're trying something new. We could just sit back with the status quo 
and say, we're going to do annual performance reviews, but instead we're doing 
something a little bit different, something we believe in, and we're going to try 
it boldly. So that's really aligning with our value. 

Kristen Rhoads: Now, let's say we were underplaying our value. And we might talk about 
progress over perfection. Are we sharing this with others? So we don't have it 
exactly right yet, but do we share it on podcasts and share it with our clients and 
share it with other people in our organizations so that they can learn right along 
with us. So it's not just that we're trying something new, and we're being bold, 
but are we celebrating the progress that we're making in this area? And that's a 
good way to gauge with people how are we engaging in our culture by 
discussing where are we with our values? And that's a good way that I find to 
check in. 

Kristen Rhoads: Other than that, we practice a lot of curiosity and seeking to understand. And so 
if I were working with you, Shelly, and I noticed that you were showing up to 
multiple engagements, and you appeared frustrated, or I perceived that you 
were kind of checked out, one way to approach that would be to have a brave 
and transparent conversation about it. And those aren't easy, certainly not easy. 
But that's what we're always, always trying to live and grow so that I can 
actually say, hey, Shelly, past few days you've seemed frustrated, and I care, and 
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I'm interested to know what's happening. So having those conversations too can 
really help clue us into what's happening with our team. 

Shelley Smith: Oh my goodness. I feel like I've paid you guys to come on and say all of my like 
ahh. I'm in heaven right now on this podcast. So you described, I call them 
litmus tests inside of your progress over perfection. Oh my goodness. I love that 
so much. Living and not living. I talk about that inside of creating, that's the very 
reason why I am on a mission to have every company create culture playbooks 
because it defines what right looks like, feels like, sounds like, what you believe. 
And it just helps everyone have that measure of what success looks like inside of 
their company culture because everybody's culture is obviously dramatically 
different. And it absolutely has to be predicated on the values, because if not, 
the mission, vision, values are just words on a wall and words in a handbook and 
words on a website. If we don't do anything to kind of come back again as the 
litmus test to say, are we living it or not? So I love that measure. 

Shelley Smith: And you also said, and I didn't write these down, you talked about being bold 
and brave. Is that what you said? 

Kristen Rhoads: Yeah. 

Shelley Smith: I like those too. It is hard to have difficult conversations, but it's always 
absolutely the right thing to do. And you're right. You don't... I certainly 
administer a variety of different engagement types of surveys, but you're 
absolutely correct in if you have good rapport with your team members, you 
know when something's wrong. Again, it's just like when you know there's 
something wrong with your friends or your family. You know, your friends and 
your family. You know something's wrong. So of course you go, and you check 
in. Right? 

Kristen Rhoads: Absolutely. 

Shelley Smith: I love that. I love that. 

Kristen Rhoads: I love the idea of a culture playbook too. That makes so much sense. What does 
it look like when we're living and not living it? And let's talk about it regularly. 

Shelley Smith: Absolutely. Teams and clients that I have that are doing the playbooks, they're 
having a lot of fun with them. And it really... I always use a metaphor of when 
you define it, it's like when you first get a new car, and all of a sudden you see 
the new car everywhere. You pay attention. When you have a playback and 
create it, because you create a playbook page really a month at a time, and you 
really focus on a value, for example. And everybody is focused on it, and now all 
of a sudden it's like seeing that new car. It's like it's everywhere. And then we 
know what right looks like. 

Kristen Rhoads: Absolutely. 
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Shelley Smith: Well Kristen, thank you so much for being a guest today. I love everything that 
you talked about, and sounds like your role as people engagement is a really 
great thing and a lot of fun. And it sounds like you found your home. So if 
anybody have questions to you directly, what's the best way that they can 
contact you either via email or LinkedIn or whatever? What's a good contact 
information you can give us? 

Kristen Rhoads: Yeah, so I'd actually recommend starting at our website. So I'll spell it again. It's 
Aileron, A-I-L-E-R-O-N.org. And we have an about us page that lists our team. All 
of our contact information is public so you can find me there. And our whole 
team is a team of people who love people systems, who love people 
engagement, who loves culture. So you could also explore and reach out to 
anyone on our team. 

Kristen Rhoads: And then I'm on LinkedIn too. Kristen Rhodes, R-H-O-A-D-S. 

Shelley Smith: Beautiful. Well, thank you so much. We appreciate your time today. And I 
appreciate everyone who is tuned in and plugged in, listening, watching, 
viewing, commenting, sharing. And again, you guys know everything that I do is 
about workplace culture. And it absolutely, can't have culture matters without 
starting with people. And remember culture is not built in a day. Culture is built 
every single day. So how are you showing up? How's your team showing up? 
And make sure that you're living what it is that you're supposed to be living 
inside of your workplace culture, and being brave and bold about it. I love that, 
being brave and bold about it. 

Shelley Smith: So until then, my name is Shelley Smith. Thank you so much again. Thank you, 
Kristen. And we'll talk to everybody again soon. 

 


