Heather Sim, founder Space Unlimited

My name is Heather Sim and I run an organisation called ‘Space Unlimited’ and I’m here today at the ACOSVO conference about resilient leadership.

Our purpose in coming here today was really to give the delegates a chance to learn a little more about what we do, but more importantly really to let them hear from some people who have participated in some of our work – to get a sense of the benefits that the work can bring to those who participate.

So a little bit about what we do – we are basically a creative thinking consultancy, but one with a real difference because the consultants in our work are actually teenagers.  They are pupils in secondary schools.  

We’ve worked mostly in Scotland up until now, but we’re just starting to work down south.  What’s different and interesting about our work is that we need a client in our project, and that client can really be almost any organisation.  We’ve worked with big organisations in the private sector like Oracle and KPMG, we’ve worked with small organisations in the private sector, we’ve worked with universities. We’ve worked with public sector organisations.  

The key thing is that it needs to be a client who has something that they want fresh insights about; something that they are finding challenging, and that they know they need different perspectives on.  We then basically go out and recruit a group of teenagers and we hand the whole project over to them and we say – this is the client, this is their problem, what do you think they should do?  

The young people have a fair amount of freedom and space to decide not just what the answer to the question is, but exactly how they want to go about answering the question and exploring the issue and then their responsibility, their commitment if you like is to come back to the client and hand over their perspectives, their recommendations, their ideas, just their sense of who the organisation is.

What’s particularly interesting about what we’ve learned over the past two or three years of doing this work frankly is that the teenagers find it more normal than the adults do.  And what I mean by that is that all of our projects require or involve a really quite significant amount of uncertainty and even risk if you like. 

So organisations are being brave enough to put a real issue that they are facing and that they feel they aren’t dealing with as well as they might, in front of  a very unusual group of consultants; i.e. teenagers, and then opening themselves up to what those young people have to say.  And I think that what we’ve found over the past couple of years is that the young people really relish that opportunity and are very candid and very insightful and thoughtful in what they hand back to the organisations, and in what they learn themselves in doing that. But it’s the organisations who are the ones who are slower at coming forward.  We almost say that the people that handle the risk and uncertainty well are the young people – the people that don’t handle it so well are the adults.  

So what we have been doing a lot of thinking about recently, is how we help organisations to recognise this opportunity of really getting some insight from a group of people who just do not think the way they think and couldn’t possibly think the way they think because they haven’t yet been subjected to the years of institutionalisation that we all have once we are in organisations. How do we help them to feel comfortable enough to be authentic and open themselves up to those young people.  

And we know that when they do that they get enormous reward and not just the ideas and the answers that the young people give, but in actual fact the impact that the young people make on the mindsets and the attitudes of the people who have commissioned them is almost like a culture change impact.  They bring energy, they bring freedom, they bring willingness to take risks, they’re funny, they do things that are memorable, they say things that are memorable.

We just really want to encourage more organisations to do this, because it seems scary, it seems weird, but it definitely works.

