
Are our workplaces 
stifling talent and 

innovation?
Quora – a unique business consultancy and provider of strategic solutions - hosted their 

latest Smartworking Summit on 3rd June 2015 to explore this challenge.

This is your chance to find out what the big businesses think about challenges that you 
are going to face as you come into their world, and to have your say too!



An unplugged response to one of the hottest 
challenges affecting organisations today - are 
our workplaces stifling talent and innovation?

On June 3rd consultancy organisation Quora brought 
together highly acclaimed thought-leaders to engage in 
open dialogue and to transparently face these challenges 
head-on. 

Burning2Learn was invited to hear presentations from 
an excellent group of panelist, whilst sitting amongst 
other delegates - made up of CEOs, CFOs and CIOs - and 
discussing the day’s hot topics. Panelists included; 
Olympic Gold Medalist, Adrian Moorhouse MBE; former 
Chief Executive of Network Rail, Iain Coucher; CIO RSA, 
Malcolm Whitehouse; HR Director of Tate & Lyle, Julie 
Smith; SAP, Michael; and CEO BBC Commercial projects 
Chris Kane.

Quora’s Smartworking Summit offered a unique approach 
to tackling this challenge in an inspired ‘unplugged’ 
format which encouraged the speakers to talk freely and 
honestly with their audience. 

Founder John Blackwell expressed, “They’re not talking 
about case studies, they are talking about genuine 
experiences – warts ‘n all. What you are hearing is people 
talking from the heart” - and that’s exactly what they did. 
The openness in the room was welcomed warmly by the 
delegates and it was a joy to be part of such a refreshing 
approach and experience. 

Throughout the morning each speaker gave their 
audience a whole host of opinions, ideas and approaches 
to sink their teeth into and really put some thought into. 

The panelists’ main areas of response to the summits 
theme, ‘are our workplaces stifling talent and innovation’
were as follows: High performance centers, the role 
of management as a motivator, cultural fit within 
organisations, honesty and trust from the outset and 
being inspired.

John Blackwell, Founder and 
Managing Director at Quora 
paints the picture for the future 

Big businesses have talked about it and now we are bringing the debate to you - the next generation 
- to find out what the ‘talent’ in ‘are our workplaces stifling talent and innovation’ has to say about 
this topic. We want to know your take on the difference between a useless and a useful workplace 
environment, how far you have seen trust become a two way street, how well you think you fit into 
the working environment around you and how you are most inspired!



How would you 
describe your perfect 
workspace?
We’re not just talking about an office here, we mean 
somewhere that allows you to collaborate, brainstorm, 
have some down time, use technology, hold meetings 
etc - if you could have it your way, what types of things 
could somebody walking into your working area expect 
to see? Once you’ve had a think for yourself, see 
whether any of the panelists had the same ideas as you!

A fresh look on your working environment: 

Former CEO of Network Rail, Iain Coucher shared an 
anecdote about how his 17 year old daughter who, whilst 
visiting his office around Christmas time, noticed one 
or two things that she would change about her father’s 
office. On returning from a meeting that had overran, he 
found a note that she had left him on his desk entitled 
‘Things wrong with your office’. Here are some of the 
items that Iain found on the list:

No colour, very grey, no pictures on the wall, the way 
the desks are set up is like a prison, your desk is very 
impersonal, no photos of your amazing children, 
everybody is wearing too much grey, there’s a weird 
person who smells - but on the plus side - there’s a nice 
kitchen which gives free coke and a happy girl that smiles 
at everyone...

Iain’s anecdote reinforced the impressions and indeed the 
impacts that a workplace environment can have on both 
visitors and employees. Sometimes a fresh perspective 
can be an effective tool.

Unique and effective workplace environments:

“It’s not just about changing the building, it’s about 
changing the way that they are created.” - Michael 
Roper, Vice President SAP.   

Michael shared his organisations unique take on 
workplace innovation as he described some of the 
interesting elements that you can expect to find in some 
of their areas of work.

These include all chairs, tables and furniture having
wheels which enable you to move your whole 
environment around in less than an hour. Further still, if 
you’re an employee with lots of ideas you’ll be in heaven 
as every surface in one particular room is writable; that’s 
walls, windows and even the ceiling - if you can reach it! 

If brainstorming isn’t for you and you prefer a much 
tighter way of working that allows you to concentrate 
on what you are doing alone, then you can make your 
way to the quiet area - an area designed specifically for 
tighter workspaces where you’ll find no distractions, not 
even from your phone as they are not allowed.

They really do have something for everyone, including 
landing pad zones for people who are in for a meeting and 
dropping back out.

SAP is an organisation that puts the people’s voice into 
action. Due to the popularity of coffee houses as a 
working environment for the new generation, they have 
built their very own coffee house workspace. Michael 
ensured us that everybody is welcome which allows 
people to come in and start designing and working on key 
solutions.
 
“Some of the best ideas come from our clients. It’s the 
listening and fostering of those ideas coming from the 
clients that is important to overall development,” 
he states. 

 High performance centers

Tip: It’s definitely worth checking out SAP House, 
Dublin on YouTube to see some of the designs 
Michael was talking about!

How would you 
describe your perfect 
workspace?
We’re not just talking about an office here, we mean 
somewhere that allows you to collaborate, brainstorm, 
have some down time, use technology, hold meetings 
etc - if you could have it your way, what types of 
things could somebody walking into your working area 
expect to see? Once you’ve had a think for yourself, see 
whether any of the panelists had the same ideas as you!

Iain Coucher, former 
Chief Executive of 

Network Rail



Who inspires you to 
want to do your very 
best?
Can you think of the person who has inspired you most 
throughout your life so far? Can you remember how they 
inspired you or the types of things that they used to say 
to you? What do you think it was about them that stands 
out from the other role models in your life?

The glasses were half full on 3rd June when the audi-
ence was asked these same questions. Their responses 
were ‘trust’, ‘belief’ and ‘confidence in me’ to let me try 
things out for myself and take risks, even if they didn’t 
always pay off’. 

A water wheel not a waterfall is how great 
communication happens

“Coaching is in the DNA, it’s not a hat they wear 
as leaders.” - Adrian Moorhouse MBE

Olympic Gold Medalist and CEO of Lane4, Adrian 
Moorhouse MBE believes that everybody is talented 
and that ‘this generation needs inspiring’ by its coaches, 
teachers and trainers. He states that “people 
underestimate the value of the goal as a motivator,” 
and says that too often has he seen people who are 
inspired by a company and what they do decide to leave an 
organisation because of their manager. 

Adrian believes that leaders have to be very comfortable 
with ambiguity and they must be ok with not knowing 
the answer sometimes. There’s a difference between 
empowering and delegating and engaging people 
in a meaningful plan means you’ve got to be a good 
communicator.

“People are being drowned and that’s what’s stifling 
talent. We need to break down the boundaries and include 
more in decision making. This is what I have seen, this is 
truly what I have seen and I’m trying to do it in my own 
organisation. We need to intrinsically motivate people 
and workers to make positive actions.”

 How can managers create something 
 meaningful for the talent they produce?

Contact Burning2Learn on 01322 614000 or email us 
at schools@burning2learn.co.uk. You can also check 

out our website on www.burning2learn.co.uk



There are many reasons why people leave organisations, 
one of which is to do with cultural fit. If people don’t feel 
like they fit in they will leave.

As HR Manager at Tate & Lyle, Julie Smith joined the 
panel to put across her views on where workplaces are 
stifling talent. Amongst other topics, Julie discussed the 
problems with cultural fit that she has seen and explained 
how trust and honesty has a big role to play in it.

When dealing with employment, Julie believes that 
getting people who really fit with your way of working - 
your culture - is really important. When it comes to an 
interview scenario, Julie encouraged employees to ‘tell 

people the truth’, and explained, “if the reality of what 
you are telling them isn’t what they will want, they are not 
the person for you and you are setting yourself and them 
up for disappointment”.

How do you recruit people based on their cultural 
fit?

If as a company you’ve got an identified culture and way of 
working, you know the working styles and environments 
and when you’re placing your advert you must simply be 
honest. She encouraged employers and job seekers to ask 
those questions that are about the working environment 
right at the beginning.

Panelist Chris Kane of the BBC Commercial Projects urged delegates to be a catalyst for regeneration:

“We’re living through a tumultuous period of change and we just don’t know what is going to happen. We’re too insular and 
focused on the operational, rather than keeping up with the rapid rate of change. It’s not technology holding us back, it’s 
attitudes, mindsets and systems. We need to start preparing for the future generally as present trends will not continue.” 

Time for change

 Honesty and trust from the outset is 
 imperative for a positive cultural fit

“We cannot solve our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them.” - Albert Einstein



What would you do if you had just graduated university
and for your first job you were given $10,000 in your 
pocket, a company credit card and an impossibly short 
period of time to go and recruit hundreds of staff? Not 
to mention that you were in a foreign country where 
very few people speak English!

How would you handle it? How would you advertise 
without any marketing resources? How would you 
sell your brand without any products to use in 
demonstrations? How would you build trust amongst 
strangers when you have only word of mouth and 
personality to engage people in your project?

Trust them - something amazing could happen!

Julie and a group fresh out of university found themselves 
in this scenario  when they worked for PepsiCo. The group 
had no experience whatsoever, and yet, they had been 
trusted to get the job done. Is that a level of trust in a 
workplace environment that you have ever seen before?

“We had to be very innovative about reaching people, 
there were no laptops etc. At one stage I had to hand 
write 100 telegrams in Russian at the post office – which 
of course could not be sent because there were too many.”
 
Julie and her team had to think about what was going to 
appeal to the people. 

“We didn’t have any bright colours on the walls, there 
were no pretty pictures, no marketing and yet we 
successfully recruited people across Russia.”

The message we heard most clearly from what Julie was 
talking about was of the importance of creating open and 
trusting workplace environments.

Create that two-way open-door way of working 

Julie shared several examples of things that employers can 
do in order to build two-way trust within their workplace:

She suggested that employers should tell people what 
they expect of them if they really want innovation for a 
shared goal.

“Give people responsibility”, she urged, “and let them try 
things, let them fail. So many people fail and leave job 
roles rather than gaining the experience, putting it right 
and going on to do better things”.

Another piece of advice was to enable yourself to let go 
of your expectations. She suggested, “Don’t impose your 
ideas; somebody else’s idea may be totally different to 
yours and you may not see how it’s gonna workout but let 
them go with it and amazing things might happen”.

“Celebrate success and tell somebody when they’ve done 
well. So many people complain in restaurants but how 
often do people call the manager over to share 
a compliment?”

 Trust is a two-way street for all

Burning2Learn bridges the gap between 
education and the world of work by translating 

the key messages of business and thought leaders 
to young people through interesting, informative 

and inspiring education materials and experiences.

Julie Smith, HR Manager for Tate & Lyle speaking at 
Quora’s Smartworking Summit June 2015.



A shifting mindset is required now as we head into 
our most evolved future to date:

Perhaps the most prominent theme that we took away 
with us was Blackwell’s view about an imperative need 
for ‘shifting mindsets’. “Everything we look at in our work 
place and practices has to find shifting mindsets, perhaps 
ahead of when we shift the workplace, HR practice or
 technology,” he stated. This view was continually 
reinforced throughout the morning.

Many issues, concerns and ideas for positive action were 
aired and discussed freely at this summit, forming some 
genuinely real and valid solutions to problems that affect 
us all. From CEOs to average knowledge workers, this 
summit explored every parameter within the workplace 
and allowed solutions for the whole spectrum to emerge. 
It is well worth taking the time to catch up on this event 
and to find out more about the change-making impacts 
that John and the rest of Quora are having on other 
organisations.

How can we use technology to 
improve the way we 
operate?
What do you think the role of technology will be in the 
workplaces that you are going into?

“Different generations is something that we need to 
understand and their expectations coming into the 
world of work.” CIO RSA 

This statement was made by the CIO of the RSA - 
how would you respond to him and what are your 
expectations of the future of employment?

Concluding thoughts from Chris Kane:

“We all recognise in our heart of hearts that some form 
of change is necessary- we’re going to somewhere that 
no one has ever gone before and if you don’t have links 
with that area of our community (under 25s) I urge you 
to do it.” 

“Most of us focus on our professional area, but we work 
in a much broader and more connected word now and 
need to understand our role in our ecosystem.”

“All of us have been put on this earth to do something 
useful and as a leader we have a responsibility to 
nurture that.”
 

Chris Kane, BBC Commercial Projects

Malcolm Whitehouse, CIO RSA

Contact Burning2Learn on 01322 614000 
or email us at schools@burning2learn.co.uk. 

For more information, visit our website www.burning2learn.co.uk
or tweet us at www.twitter.com/burning2learn

 Technology and the next generation



01322 614000
schools@burning2learn.co.uk

www.burning2learn.co.uk
www.twitter.co.uk/burning2learn

“Our picture is changing fundamentally in front of our eyes and if we don’t grasp 
that we risk not leaving very much of a legacy for the generations that follow us.”

“We have this huge conveyor belt in education which is teaching people how to pass 
an exam, not to be educated and now they are having to be re-trained in how to learn.”

- Smartworking  Summit, June 2015

Be brave, walk tall and step out from the shadows 


