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A major tech company is disrupting the way they work by introducing 
regular hackathons to make it easier for employees to get what they need 
done. They are taking the fuss and bureaucracy out of work by reducing 
the amount of administration through automated systems, cross function 
collaboration and creation, and regular whole organisation hackathons 
that boost culture and engagement. 

Hackathons can connect employees across an organisation to work on 
achieving shared outcomes for which everyone has had a part to play – 
lifting engagement and participation along the way. It gives unreserved 
permission for employees to be creative and put forward their ideas on 
how to make the organisation a better place for everyone. When structural 
hierarchies are flattened to enable employee ideas to flourish at all levels 
within the organisation, deliverables and behavioural participation also rise.  

Everyone participates in hackathons
Hackathons bring corporate values to life by inviting all employees to have 
a shared responsibility and purpose in making their organisation a great 
place to work.

At this tech company, it started as a way to get different perspectives to 
solve client challenges. Staff quickly learned that outcomes could be 
improved by drawing on the combined contributions and expertise of 
their colleagues. They found that working together on common problems 
created better experiences for each other and, crucially, outcomes for 
the project. This led to the creation of the hackathons. Teams could be 
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found huddling around computers working on new systems or watching 
demonstrations of potentially new products and solutions then chat about 
it. Since then, the hackathon has grown into an engagement tool that 
includes all staff working on different ways to improve how they work.

One Graduate Developer at the company believes hackathons are a chance 
for all staff to work on interesting, challenging and fun ideas with people 
you wouldn’t typically get to work with. Ideas don’t have to be the biggest 
or best, but they must attempt to be good for the company and its people.

Some of the improvements they have made include changing all lightbulbs 
to energy efficient globes, fixing technical system issues for greater efficiency, 
building a do-it-yourself video studio to capture short video diaries about 
the staff experience and painting walls to refresh the office environment.

Unreserved permission
Introducing hackathons to the business was no accident. An important 
ingredient in its success in engaging staff has been the unreserved 
permission given by the tech company’s leaders to think differently about  
the problems they face and test possible solutions quickly.

Acknowledging that diversity of thought enables innovation, the company 
invites every employee to propose ideas, seek feedback on them, and—
with enough backing—implement them. The leaders have created a 
breeding ground for new ideas to be trialled, tested, and implemented.  
It’s built on the trust that everyone will contribute to the greater good of the 
organisation with encouragement to try something new.

One Program Manager shared that while the organisation gives staff 
permission to fail, it doesn’t automatically give them license to fail.  
If something doesn’t work, they blog about it so that others can learn from 
it. Blogging about specific challenges or lessons learned always gets a 
flood of responses. Nothing is ever shoved under the carpet – staff are 
encouraged to learn and help.
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Remove hierarchy
Hackathons support continuous improvement, a model that aims to 
improve an organisation’s processes, products and services. But this 
particular hackathon means that staff don’t have to churn through 
bureaucracy or time before putting their ideas out to their colleagues.  
The tech company’s leaders firmly believe in building fast and learning 
along the way to remove perfectionism. This equates to developing ideas to 
80% completion and leaving the remaining 20% for testing and feedback 
from colleagues. This is a major differentiating factor in how hackathons 
can foster a culture of autonomy without the heavy barriers of bureaucracy. 

Everything is up for discussion with hackathons. A HR Business Partner 
shared that if there is a better and more effective way of doing something, 
they want to hear about it. Everyone’s voice is equal. Hackathons bring 
all job levels and experiences together, which consequently flattens any 
hierarchical structures that may exist. The Head of IT shared that everyone 
trusts in the fact that they’re all working to make the organisation great. 
There is no room for ego – just collective goals to realise the idea within 
the 24-hour timeframe.

This tech company learned that when employees know they’re trusted 
to get on with the job, they also bring more energy, ideas, passion, 
commitment, and most never want to leave. Finding this out through the 
hackathons may have been an unintended consequence, but the leaders 
believe that hackathons have forged a new way for its vision, values, and 
strategy to align. 

In essence, they have modernised the way organisations can innovate and 
improve themselves by engaging their entire workforce from the bottom up, 
and by not letting hierarchies get in the way of getting things done faster, 
better, stronger.

What did we learn?
While hackathons won’t work in every business, there are key concepts that 
can be applied to begin unleashing innovation and increasing engagement:

 › Remove hierarchy: Great ideas don’t always come from the top.  
It’s important to invite staff at all levels of the organisation to 
participate in making it the best it can be. When you step back and 
allow employees and teams to flourish, they typically bring their best 
ideas to the table.

 › Give permission: Innovation is critical to every business these days, 
so it’s important that organisations incubate ideas and not stifle them. 
Not every idea will see the light of day, but opening the door to great 
ideas proves that leaders are listening and supportive of change.

 › Dedicate time: Give people time to learn, innovate, create and try 
something new to help ideas come to life.

For this tech company, what started as a hackathon now represents an 
opportunity for all staff to engage, collaborate and improve how they work 
for their own and the organisation’s benefit.
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