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DEDICATION


This book is dedicated to my favorite trainers, my boys, who taught me that breakfast sausage is not the same as pizza sausage, horror movies can be cute, and if you sneak something fun on the calendar, you got a pretty good chance I’ll do it.









introduction


My first official training job, outside of teaching my baby sister how to play board games, was at a steak-house. I was responsible for training all the new servers on pouring wine from that divot on the bottom of the bottle, knowing what “feet” look like in a glass, memorizing the menu, prepping the salads, and getting the cooks on your side during the dinner rush (the most difficult of tasks—easier if you dropped off a pack of their brand of cigarettes before the shift started and engaged in some small talk).


As I progressed through various careers and positions, I consistently found myself drawn to training in some form or fashion. Of course, the more professional the organization, the less likely you are to win people over with cigarettes. You need experience, skills, knowledge, influence, and the right attitude. The training aspect of learning and development isn’t particularly challenging in itself. I truly believe anyone can be a trainer. It’s just the logistics, administrators, attitudes, politics, priorities, and collaboration that can be difficult, and the same goes for leadership. On the surface, they both seem relatively straightforward, and anyone who has filled these roles will share that there are a lot of moving parts in the background that not everybody gets to see.


The problem with teams is that they’re full of exceptional individuals who all have different backgrounds, perspectives, wants, needs, goals, and communication styles. Part of our responsibility in supporting these teams is to diversify our approach to provide the best support for each, which requires a significant investment of time and can be equally as frustrating as rewarding.


So why did I stick with it? Why does anyone remain a trainer or a leader, ever? There is true joy in welcoming someone into your organization and supporting them on a journey. We know that “Without training, and more specifically the correct training, there is eventually going to be a problem.”1 Offering support when things are hard, coaching when they need to grow, and mentoring as they progress is an experience that is incredibly fulfilling. In learning to embrace the chaos and failures, you can become the best version of yourself. And for everyone who knew me when I was definitely not the best version of myself, especially those I worked with and over, thank you. For dealing with me. For helping me grow. For giving me feedback and for sticking with me, even when I was being an asshole. Because I am also guilty of most of the bad transactions listed in the following pages, and I’m still learning. I wouldn’t be here without all that chaos—some of which I fell into, and some of which I created.


Here are a handful of the biggest mistakes I have made and witnessed, the red flags missed, lessons learned, and how to avoid them. Good luck, and you’ve got this.


______________


1 Chuck Hodell, ISD from the Ground Up: A No-Nonsense Approach to Instructional Design, 4th ed. (ATD Press, 2016), 1.









CHAPTER 1


don’t threaten failure


“Don’t fuck it up.” This was the advice I was most often given when I first became a trainer back in 2009. Advice that, in all honesty and naivete, I thought was wise words from the best facilitator in the company. The “sage on the stage” (teacher-centered approach instead of learner-centered approach) was a loud, aggressive, and tiny woman who was a real firecracker.2 For clarity, by “firecracker,” I mean a completely intimidating and overbearing supervisor who was simultaneously impressive and feared, as her ability to control a classroom or meeting was phenomenal.


As time went on, we came to realize that in reality, she was just a mean and hurtful person who disguised herself as someone honest. She loved to say something completely unhinged and brutal and then shrug and say she was telling the truth. At least she was consistent, and she wasn’t always mean; she could also be quite sweet. But when she was in a bad way, we knew we would bear the brunt of it. Looking back, it’s clear that we all had a lot of growing up and self-awareness work to do.


At the time, we didn’t have the language or knowledge around what this really stood for—but as Dr. Brené Brown explains, “Honesty is the best policy, but honesty that’s motivated by shame, anger, fear, or hurt is not ‘honesty.’ It’s shame, anger, fear, or hurt disguised as honesty. Just because something is accurate or factual doesn’t mean it can’t be used in a destructive manner.”3 She was probably offloading hurt or frustration, and we learned to do the same.


She eventually left the organization, much to the relief of those around her. But back when I started, she was the boss, and I was told to get up in front of a group of people by being handed the training manual and given a hearty pat on the back. I was able to shadow her first, but then it was time to just get out and do it. Every day after class, I would face 30 minutes of feedback on techniques I hadn’t yet been taught. Of course, it only intimidated me and gave me stress cold sores for my first few classes. It’s hard to be an approachable trainer when you won’t let anyone close enough to see your mouth.


But eventually, with lots of practice, memorization, visualization exercises, and a legion of failures, I was able to teach a class without breaking out in hives or cold sores. Being comfortable with the material was great, and I nailed it right before the second biggest hurdle of training: surviving cold and flu season. That beautiful time of year when every new facilitator or teacher catches every sickness from every household that walks into your classroom. Then, of course, you get to bring these germs home to your loved ones, who bring them into their schools and jobs. It’s a beautiful circle of gross. Keep going, and soon you will have the immune system of a great trainer, as long as you don’t fuck it up.


the LESSON


Every person needs encouragement, especially when starting something new. And sure, people can tell when you’re being fake nice or supportive, but people can also tell when your advice is a thinly veiled threat. The days of trial by fire are in the past, and new team members not only need but also expect to be fully supported in their own unique way. Some people need handholding, while others only require a page of instructions, and what works for some may not work for all. We need to give our employees the best possible chance to succeed, and that means building relationships with your team so that you can provide customized support. As Dr. Brené Brown says, “The behaviors that people need from their team or group almost always include listening, staying curious, being honest, and keeping confidence.”4 You may be wondering how you can start implementing this lesson right away, and I’ve got your back.


STEPS YOU CAN TAKE to AVOID THESE MISTAKES


[image: ] Ask your trainee, “How do you prefer to learn?” Reading, listening, watching, exploring?


[image: ] Ask yourself, “How can I best support their preferred method?”


KEY TAKEAWAYS


[image: ] Take the time to get to know how your trainees/new employees prefer to learn.


[image: ] Customize your support to provide the best opportunities for success.


[image: ] Say supportive things in a supportive manner. Don’t be fake, and don’t be mean.


DISCUSSION PROMPTS


[image: ] When was the last time you had to learn something new? How did it feel?


[image: ] What would have made that experience better?


[image: ] When was the last time you had to teach something to a new person? How would they rate that experience?


______________


2 Alison King, “From Sage on the Stage to Guide on the Side,” College Teaching 41, no. 1 (1993): 30–35, https://doi.org/10.1080/87567555.1993.9926781.


3 Brené Brown, Dare to Lead: Brave Work. Tough Conversations. Whole Hearts (Random House, 2018), 163.


4 Brown, Dare to Lead, 37.









CHAPTER 2


don’t threaten a customer with a good time


My longest tenure at a job was at Zappos, where I worked for 18 years. Before I became a trainer at Zappos, I worked in the call center. I had never worked in a call center before, primarily because I’d heard horror stories about the experience. But I needed a job, and Zappos had a good reputation, so I decided to give it a shot. I went through two interviews, dressed up for each one, and got teased by the recruiters for being too professional. On the following Friday, I called to check on the status of my application and was told that I would be starting on Monday. The recruiting process was somewhat akin to the Wild West back then, as the organization was growing rapidly.


The training was two weeks long, and the core values had just been introduced to the company one month before my start. From day one, I fell in love with Zappos—the company, its culture, and, most importantly, its core values. The training experience was so inspiring that I knew I wanted to pursue a career in training myself, but I first needed to learn everything I could about the company. I worked in nearly every department within the call center, including quality, leadership, training, email, live chat, fraud, and escalations.


It was at the escalations desk where I learned one of my most important customer service lessons, which I used to teach new hires for the next 12 years. It was the last call of the day. A new hire called me in tears because a customer was screaming at her. Immediately, I was eager to address the issue with our new hire and had the call transferred. The situation involved a customer trying to reuse a coupon that had already been used on a prior order. Back then, the policy was that coupons were only for one-time use. I kindly explained the policy, that we wouldn’t be reissuing the coupon, and that there had already been a couple of exceptions made in the past. This poor coupon had been used and abused for over a year.


The customer said she would never shop with us again, and I replied that though I was sorry she felt that way, I would not change my mind. Then she said she was going to complain to the CEO. I gave her his email address, and she disconnected. Satisfied with my decision, I left notes on the account and headed home for the day. The next morning, I arrived at my desk to find a yellow sticky note stuck to my monitor.


It read: Give her the coupon. – Tony


As in, Tony Hsieh. As in, the CEO of the company I worked for. The customer had indeed complained to the CEO, he had sided with her, found out who I was and where I sat, and left me a note. I had to call the customer back, apologize, and give her the coupon. She was not as gracious about the situation as I had hoped, but I managed to get through it. This call was also the reason that policy was eradicated.


the LESSON


Customer service is about delivering the best possible experience, always, and avoiding defensiveness during conflicts or escalations. The same goes for training. Putting the customer (or trainee) first means understanding their needs, acknowledging their concerns, and always striving to exceed their expectations. The responsibility of a trainer is not just getting up in front of a group of people and checking off content or reading a script—it’s about ensuring that the learners have a great experience. It’s a balance of policies, expectations, knowledge transfer, and empathy. “On the one hand, there are times when being clear, firm or even tough with others is a necessary part of being effective. But on the other, as we gain more experience in both personal and working relationships, it is clear that being forceful isn’t right for all situations. Social skills like understanding others’ needs, generating shared goals, knowing their motivation and aspirations, negotiation, providing support, and diplomacy may be needed.”5


When I’m training now, I often ask myself: Is this the best experience I can provide for the people I’m working with? Looking back on that experience, and whether you agree with the decision or not, the lesson I learned has stuck with me since then, and that old Post-it note has often influenced decisions throughout my career.


STEPS YOU CAN TAKE to AVOID THESE MISTAKES


[image: ] Ask yourself: Is this the best I can do for this person or group?


[image: ] Ask yourself: Am I making decisions from their perspective, my perspective, or the company’s perspective?


KEY TAKEAWAYS


[image: ] You’re not the company police, and it’s not your money. That’s not to say you should waste resources, but the customer experience should take priority over everything else. We need to “View each call as an investment in building a customer service brand, not as an expense you’re seeking to minimize.”6


[image: ] Not every policy is a good policy. Listen to your customers, because their feedback can move the company forward.


DISCUSSION PROMPTS


[image: ] Has there ever been a policy at a company you disagreed with?


[image: ] If there was something extra you could do for your customers, what would it be?


______________


5 David Walton, Emotional Intelligence: A Practical Guide (MJF Books, 2012), 5.


6 Tony Hsieh, Delivering Happiness: A Path to Profits, Passion, and Purpose (Business Plus, 2010), 147.









CHAPTER 3


share the gameplan


I need to confess something. There was a time when I thought I only needed to share the most important milestone times of the day in my training classes—when we start, when we eat, and when we’re done. I wasn’t being secretive; I just assumed no one cared about the curriculum or the chapter names. Additionally, when I first started as a trainer, I was so nervous about forgetting or skipping important information that I would keep going if I felt I was on a roll. I was laser-focused on delivering the content perfectly, and in the process, I forgot one crucial thing: my audience. In fact, during my very first few classes, I even forgot to give breaks!


Those poor trainees were exhausted, and I was really pushing them. I distinctly remember a training manager who was auditing a class getting up and announcing a break at one point to save me. I just assumed that because I was having a great time—hitting all the talking points and nailing the material—the class was, too. It turns out that not everyone thrives on marathon training sessions with no pit stops. I also learned that it’s not just the trainer who cares about the agenda; everyone does.


My trainees wanted to know why they were there, how long it would take, and what they needed to learn to succeed. We should all be asking, “What’s in it for me?” in the classroom. It’s the heart of andragogy (how adults learn). Unlike pedagogy (how kids learn), adults thrive when they understand the purpose, timeline, and expectations. They want to see the whole picture, not just the highlights. Not sharing the curriculum or expectations is a total rookie move, alongside learning that “Adults hate having their time devalued or wasted.…The easiest and most effective way to guarantee that your work does not end up being a black hole in a learner’s life is to first ensure that the course is even necessary.”7 I knew that the class was necessary; I just needed to share that with the audience.


the LESSON


Setting and posting clear schedules, expectations, and standards isn’t just about logistics; it’s about respect and transparency. Sharing the agenda sets the tone for the experience. Adults need a reason to buy into the learning. Be upfront about how the content will benefit them personally, professionally, or both. Make space for curiosity about the schedule or content. It’s better to allow someone to address concerns up front than have them mentally check out. When you provide clarity, you’re not just keeping things organized—you’re building trust and engagement. Your trainees will thank you by paying attention to class instead of eyeing the clock. We need to understand that “The most effective way to build readiness in adult learners is to show them what’s in it for them. As any good salesperson will explain, the benefit sell is the most effective. The expression ‘What’s in it for me?’ (WIIFM) applies well to our learners.”8


STEPS YOU CAN TAKE to AVOID THESE MISTAKES


[image: ] Regardless of the class or meeting size, create a space at the beginning to share the agenda and timing.


[image: ] Build in slides or talking points specifically for breaks, so that you don’t have to remember them; they will come up for you. And once the audience sees that it’s time for a break, they will hold you to it.


KEY TAKEAWAYS


[image: ] Be sure to answer the question, “What’s in it for me?” anytime you are building an agenda or class for adults.


[image: ] Have a schedule, post it up, and stick to it. Don’t make your class a marathon.


[image: ] If you want an engaged audience, share the purpose with them, and make the content relevant to how it will impact their work.


DISCUSSION PROMPTS


[image: ] When is the last time you were disengaged during a meeting or class?


[image: ] For the time above, what do you remember the most?
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