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  Foreword
Migration Exchange is pleased to publish this report to contribute to an ongoing 
conversation about leadership, equity, sustainability and system change in the 
UK refugee and migration field. This conversation is critical at a time when many 
people who move to the UK for protection, work, love and/or a better future face 
extreme pressure, hostility and violence.

Leadership development in the charity sector happens because of the passion, 
wisdom, generosity and thoughtfulness of many people who are pushing for 
positive change and dignity for all, regardless of their immigration status. Many 
people who support the leadership journeys of others have personal experience 
of being forcibly displaced or rebuilding their lives in a new country. Many are 
performing these roles without pay, in their own time and on top of other work. 

This report includes learning from the sector leadership programme Leading 
Beyond Borders delivered by Clore Social Leadership and the Centre for 
Knowledge Equity. We’re grateful to everyone who made that programme a success 
at such a challenging time.

This report highlights why leadership development is so important, and 
an essential part of social change work. It also signals the threat to the sector 
presented by burnout and structural inequalities. It summarises suggestions 
from people working in the sector on ways to sustain and strengthen leadership 
development, to benefit individuals, organisations and our whole sector. Acting 
on these suggestions will help to deepen and accelerate positive work that is 
already happening. 

By emphasising the need for a collective and systemic approach to leadership 
development, and changes to funding practice, we hope this report sparks further 
action and collaboration. 

Anna Camilleri, Li-En Yapp and Sarah Cutler 
Migration Exchange, November 2022
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1 Introduction and 
methodology
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 1a The context for this report
In 2018, Migration Exchange commissioned a review of leadership development 
in the UK refugee and migration sector.1 That review aimed to establish a common 
understanding of leadership development in the sector and identify options 
for further investment. Its report set out a baseline of leadership development 
provision, and made recommendations on how to strengthen it. 

Based on this review, Migration Exchange worked with multiple partners and people 
with lived experience of being refugees or migrants to co-design a funding plan 
for a sectoral leadership development programme. This resulted in nine trusts and 
foundations funding a two-year leadership development pilot. Alongside this, many 
funders started thinking more strategically about their funding of organisational 
leadership in the UK refugee and migration sector. 

The context of the UK refugee and migration sector has shifted since 2018, 
influencing how leadership is developed. In addition to addressing the learning 
questions outlined in section 1b below, this report aims to acknowledge several 
context-related issues that exist in 2022. 

Firstly, there is now a wider critique and approach to leadership in the sector. 
Key issues include different ideas of leadership within social justice work, and 
continued dialogue around lived experience leadership and how best to support 
it. This is based on a growing recognition that people with lived experience of 
key issues should be leading change relating to those issues, and that people 
who combine lived and learned experience can develop more impactful policy 
and programmes. Key questions include the impact of the hostile environment 
and structural disadvantage on potential leaders.

Secondly, how can leadership in the sector be sustained in the global contexts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and challenging political environments? How can we 
avoid burnout among leaders and others in the UK refugee and migration sector?

There is also a question about where to direct leadership development funding: to 
the sector, an organisation, a geographical place or an individual. Should leadership 
investment target up-and-coming or existing leaders? 

A range of initiatives, formal programmes and informal development opportunities 
exist to develop leadership capacity in the UK refugee and migration sector, based 
on diverse purposes, methodologies, knowledge and skills. These are explored 
in Section 2 of the report.

1 J Hill & S Crabtree Migration Exchange Leadership Development Consultation: Findings and 
Recommendations. 2018

Key questions 
include the 
impact of 
the hostile 
environment 
and structural 
disadvantage 
on potential 
leaders.

https://global-dialogue.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Leadership-development-in-the-migration-sector_MEX-consultation_HillCrabtree_2018.pdf
https://global-dialogue.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Leadership-development-in-the-migration-sector_MEX-consultation_HillCrabtree_2018.pdf
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 1b The purpose of this report
Based on this new context, Migration Exchange commissioned this research 
report to do two things:

1. Scoping: explore the leadership development opportunities for people who 
work in the refugee and migration sector in the UK

2. Knowledge exchange: design and facilitate a space for knowledge exchange 
between providers of, and participants in, leadership support and development

This work was commissioned based on the following core values and principles: 

• • Considering ‘leadership’ rather than leaders, informed by a belief that 
everyone has leadership potential, no matter what their employment level 
or experience.

• • Drawing on expertise from across the sector via a steering group 
that includes people with lived experience of immigration control, and both 
providers of and participants in leadership development experiences. This group 
met regularly to select the consultant team, guide and inform the project and 
review this final report. 

• • Deciding to ‘scope’ leadership provision, rather than conducting formal research, 
to ground learning in the experiences of people working in the sector rather 
than relying on desk research and conceptual summaries.

• • Testing out a ‘community of practice’ approach, where participants identified 
common themes around which to connect, share and learn with each other. 

• • Recognising that structural inequality and barriers related to race, disability, 
gender, age and immigration status all affect leadership development. 
These intersect with the specific barriers faced by leaders with lived experience of 
the refugee and migration system. 

• • Recognising that people bring multiple identities to their professional lives, 
and should self-determine which of these they wish to draw on and share. 
Both lived and learned experience of the migration sector are important 
in leadership development, and many people have both. 

• • Recognising that discussions about leadership development take place in 
the context of live debates about power and privilege, and challenging 
exclusionary and harmful practices in charities and funding organisations.

Both lived 
and learned 
experience of 
the migration 
sector are 
important 
in leadership 
development, 
and many 
people have 
both.
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 1c  The learning questions guiding 
this work
The following learning questions guided this work, and the structure of this report:

Mapping the current landscape of leadership development:

• • How is leadership developed across the UK migration and refugee sector? 

• • What are the different ways in which leadership development happens?

Understanding the purpose of leadership development:

• • How has the purpose of leadership development in the sector changed since 2018?

• • What has been learned through the approaches taken so far in the sector?  
(With a detailed case study on Leading Beyond Borders)

Resourcing the future of leadership development:

• • How can leadership development in the sector best be sustained and resourced in the 
future?

• • How and what should funders fund in the sector?

• • How does sharing learning best take place in the sector?

 1d The steering group
The steering group selected the consultancy team (Kate Weiler and Julia Slay), met 
three times throughout this project and fed into the process via email. The steering 
group comprised:

Paulette Amadi, Unbound Philanthropy

Dylan Fotoohi, Refugees for Justice and consultant to Migration Exchange

Luljeta Nuzi, Shpresa Programme

Magda Fabiańczyk, Polish Migrants Organise for Change (POMOC)

Leila Zadeh, Rainbow Migration

Sarah Cutler, Migration Exchange/Global Dialogue

https://unboundphilanthropy.org/
https://unboundphilanthropy.org/
https://global-dialogue.org/programmes/migration-exchange/
https://shpresaprogramme.org/
https://www.pomoc.org.uk/
https://www.rainbowmigration.org.uk/?gclid=CjwKCAjw-rOaBhA9EiwAUkLV4vyvyIVytpPz3NQ6I-HgavzZIz1_duD-e7Eu0_y-OyyztOJF7Xa2gRoClY8QAvD_BwE
https://global-dialogue.org/
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 1e  Definitions of leadership used 
in this report
The term ‘leadership’ has different connotations for people inside and outside of 
the UK refugee and migration sector, and there is an active debate around what 
‘leadership’ and ‘leaders’ mean. The 2018 report contained a definition of leadership 
co-developed with people in the sector:

“The ability to define a vision and motivate, influence and develop others in order 
to make positive steps forwards, whilst managing risk and taking responsibility 
for choices made.”2

This ability isn’t limited to people in organisational leadership positions. 
This project involved speaking with individuals who might be motivating and 
influencing in various organisational positions. So, references to ‘leadership’ in this 
report might refer to a volunteer, an intern or a CEO, while recognising the differing 
needs of those roles. 

 1f Glossary 
This report also refers to multiple leadership methods and terminology used 
in the refugee and migration or charity sector, which we define here:

Action learning: a group coaching process, where one person brings a challenge 
or a topic to the group, and the rest of the group supports and challenges through 
asking questions. Typically, this requires a facilitator. 

Coaching: a method of support that relies on using questions to draw out 
insights and actions from the person being coached, to help them increase 
their performance.

Community/ies of practice: a group of people brought together to focus on a 
common concern, set of problems or a particular topic, with the aim of collaboration 
and mutual learning to find solutions and generate new knowledge that can be 
applied to the topic.

Funder plus: activities offered by funders to grant recipients that are additional to a 
financial grant, and which usually take the form of training sessions, advice provision 
and capacity building support aimed at strengthening organisations and their 
teams.

2 J Hill & S Crabtree Migration Exchange Leadership Development Consultation: Findings and 
Recommendations. 2018
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Hostile environment: a term used to describe all policies which make life very 
difficult for people who are migrants and refugees in the UK, particularly those from 
racialised communities and people with insecure immigration status. The term 
originates from a comment made in 2012 by then Home Secretary Theresa May.

Mentoring: a method of support where advice or expertise is shared from 
one person (often with more experience) to another to help them grow skills 
and capabilities.

Lived experience leaders: those who have direct, personal first-hand 
experience (past or present) of immigration systems and who have activated 
these experiences to inform, shape and lead their social purpose work to directly 
benefit the communities they share those experiences with. For example, you 
arrived into the UK as a migrant or asylum seeker and have personal first-hand 
experience of the immigration system.

People who have been refugees or migrants (to the UK) themselves, or who 
otherwise have direct experience of the UK immigration and asylum system 
from a user-centric point of view.3

 1g  How we planned and delivered 
this work
This work was delivered between April and October 2022. All interviews and 
community of practice events were held online. We interviewed a total of 24 people 
for the scoping work, who represented a range of perspectives: funders of 
the refugee and migration sector; senior leaders of charities within the sector; 
and individuals with lived experience also working within the sector. In some 
cases these individuals had also been participants in leadership development 
programmes. There were also several organisations which provide leadership 
development programmes or support, of varying scales – from large established 
providers to smaller grassroots organisations. 

We used several methods to explore the learning questions. These were designed 
to gather insights while acknowledging people’s varied capacity and access needs. 
To minimise the barriers to engaging in the scoping process, particularly for 
smaller groups and people with lived experience, we offered participants 
a participation fee. 

Our first step was a rapid desk-based scoping exercise to map the key organisations 
and providers working on leadership development in the UK refugee and migration 
sector. We then developed an online questionnaire, a related interview script 
for online video interviews, and organised and facilitated two online community 
of practice events to gather data from funders of, providers of and participants 

3 https://cloresocialleadership.org.uk/page/Leading_Beyond_Borders_Emerging_Leader_2021

https://cloresocialleadership.org.uk/page/Leading_Beyond_Borders_Emerging_Leader_2021
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in learning development activities in the sector. Full details of the methodology 
are in Annexe 1.

 1h How we refer to quotes
All quotes in this report are anonymised. Each quote is attributed to a ‘funder’, 
a ‘participant in leadership development’, a ‘provider of leadership development’ 
or a ‘participant in, and provider of, leadership development’ (as they both access 
leadership development and work in organisations that deliver it). We have 
categorised each quote based on the main perspective that person was bringing. 
However, many people we spoke to wear multiple hats and therefore contributed 
multidimensional perspectives.
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2  The current 
leadership 
development 
landscape
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How is leadership developed across the sector? Our scoping gathered many insights 
around the different ways in which leadership is currently developed and supported 
across the refugee and migration sector in the UK.

This section outlines a range of approaches to leadership development that exist 
across the UK refugee and migration sector. However, leadership development 
language still doesn’t always resonate across the sector, and many organisations 
providing valuable leadership skills development don’t use that term. There are 
also cultural or personal reasons that might mean someone does not self-identify 
as a leader.4 

 2a  Leadership development 
activities 
Scoping participants gave many specific examples of leadership development 
activities that are accessed formally and/or informally. Some organisations have 
evolved informal activities into more formal, structured approaches. Most of the 
leadership development examples we came across were available to staff, and 
in some cases volunteers, but typically not trustees. 

Coaching, mentoring and action learning were all cited as high impact leadership 
development activities. These methods are all highly person-centred and can be 
flexible depending on the individual’s needs. They can also all be delivered virtually 
or face to face. 

“Most people don’t know what coaching is and have never been offered it… 
[People were] almost using coaching sessions as practice for… interviews, etc, 
not recognising their skills and background because it wasn’t in the UK.” 

Provider of leadership development

“I took a full 1:1 leadership training programme course (Authentic Leadership 
Programme) with Breakthrough training. This included six months of follow-up 
coaching and about 27 hours of substantive input. This has been so useful that 
my organisation agreed to extend the monthly coaching.”

Provider of leadership development

4 For more information on this, see: J Hill & S Crabtree Migration Exchange Leadership Development 
Consultation: Findings and Recommendations. 2018

Coaching, 
mentoring 
and action 
learning were 
all cited as 
high impact 
leadership 
development 
activities.
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“We have recently launched a Professional Leaders Programme, supporting 
women from refugee and asylum-seeking backgrounds who have been 
mentored through our… programme to become mentors to senior leaders in 
a global finance company. The aim is to support the senior business leaders to 
become more inclusive, compassionate leaders, whilst supporting the women 
in our community to grow in confidence, self-awareness and gain professional 
leadership experience.”

Provider of leadership development

The power of learning through, and with, others in the sector was also highlighted. 
Many participants discussed the value of being able to step out of their day-to-day 
context and hear from other leaders. These methods of leadership development 
provide an opportunity to hear about shared challenges and solutions across the 
sector, and for participants to feel less alone in what can often be quite isolated 
roles, particularly at more senior levels. 

People’s experiences of more formal learning activities varied considerably, 
reflecting both the quality of provision and the fact that training can be less 
responsive to participants’ individual needs. Some people valued more targeted and 
specific training, and others preferred more formal training to build their awareness 
of the sector and its history. 

“Sometimes an organiser would invest in people but it wouldn’t be explicit. 
People skyrocketed… when people sat down and said, ‘It’s my job to invest 
in you as a leader,’ and then [planned] for that.” 

Provider of leadership development

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the quality of leadership development really matters, 
as does who delivers it. Many people mentioned the value of having facilitators or 
co-facilitators with lived experience leading leadership development programmes. 

We have divided the ways that leadership development happens in the sector into 
eight categories, as outlined on the following two pages. 



What are some of the ways leadership development happens?

Group or peer 
learning

• • Communities of practice

• • Action learning 

• • Advisory groups, steering 
groups or boards

• • Informal/formal peer 
networks (e.g. WhatsApp 
or alumni groups)

Mentoring

• • Through a formal scheme

• • In a structured way, e.g. a set number 
of sessions

• • Informal, supportive conversations with 
colleagues or professional contacts

• • Supporting the development 
of junior volunteers 

Structured training 
programmes

• • Specific training, e.g. on public speaking 
or media relations

• • Leadership development programmes

• • Retreats

• • Incubators, e.g. School for Social 
Entrepreneurs  

• • Leadership programmes, e.g. Clore and 
Centre for Knowledge Equity, Pilotlight 

Campaigning, social 
and community 
action

• • Running a local campaign 

• • Volunteering or 
community action

• • Community organising

https://www.the-sse.org/our-courses/
https://www.the-sse.org/our-courses/
https://cloresocialleadership.org.uk/page/Leading_Beyond_Borders_Emerging_Leader_2021
https://cloresocialleadership.org.uk/page/Leading_Beyond_Borders_Emerging_Leader_2021
https://www.pilotlight.org.uk/


Funded activities

• • Individual funding pots, e.g. The 
Churchill Fellowship or Social Change 
Initiative Leadership bursaries 

• • Unrestricted funding for small, often 
unconstituted, groups that enables 
founders/leaders to dedicate time 
to leadership development

• • Funding people to translate or update 
their qualifications so they are relevant 
in the UK

Coaching

• • Formal, e.g. working with a coach 
(part of or from outside an organisation) 
in a structured way 

• • Informal, e.g. line manager in 1:1s

• • A one-off session

• • A set number of sessions

• • Longer-term coaching across 
multiple years

Language-based

• • English-language based 
programmes

• • Activities rooted in 
storytelling

Specifically funded 
sectoral programmes

• • Programmes specifically 
designed for people 
working in the sector, 
e.g. the Clore and Centre 
for Knowledge Equity 
Leading Beyond Borders 
programme and the 
Scottish Refugee Council’s 
leadership programme. 

https://www.churchillfellowship.org/
https://www.churchillfellowship.org/
https://www.socialchangeinitiative.com/what-we-do
https://www.socialchangeinitiative.com/what-we-do
https://cloresocialleadership.org.uk/page/Leading_Beyond_Borders_Emerging_Leader_2021
https://cloresocialleadership.org.uk/page/Leading_Beyond_Borders_Emerging_Leader_2021
https://cloresocialleadership.org.uk/page/Leading_Beyond_Borders_Emerging_Leader_2021
https://cloresocialleadership.org.uk/page/Leading_Beyond_Borders_Emerging_Leader_2021
https://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/scottish-refugee-council-and-social-enterprise-academy-launch-new-leadership-programme-for-new-scots/
https://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/scottish-refugee-council-and-social-enterprise-academy-launch-new-leadership-programme-for-new-scots/
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The benefits of peer learning

People value peer-to-peer spaces highly, but they aren’t consistently available. 
Most people who talked about the benefit of peer learning came across it as an 
embedded element of leadership development programmes, e.g. access to action 
learning sets (ALS) or the Clore and Centre for Knowledge Equity Leading Beyond 
Borders programme. 

“Traditionally, organisations have had no training budget so people 
really enjoy ALS.”

Provider of leadership development

Peer learning was described both as being carried out in formal ways (such as group 
coaching) or informally, such as groups that emerged organically through personal 
connections across the sector. The value of peer to peer spaces was strongly 
advocated for but are ad-hoc and not consistently available. Peer networks 
worked most successfully when someone had specific responsibility to organise the 
logistics and facilitate the space.

“[The peer space] was spontaneous… It was a condition of the funding to 
attend, but it turned into a more spontaneous, voluntarily attended group.”

Participant in leadership development

Peer learning opportunities were also welcomed by the communities of practice and 
feedback from the Leading Beyond Borders leadership development programme 
(see case study in section 2g). 

The indirect, ‘ripple’ effect of leadership 
development activities 

Some participants used experience gained through leadership programmes to 
inform current or potential activities or approaches in their own organisations.

“The idea for the business ANC Admin Solutions came from the Clore leadership 
programme. Part of the programme is a peer buddy programme. My buddy 
was talking about the amount of admin they had to do and how they didn’t 
have dedicated support. This sparked the idea to create an agency where 
I could place refugees as admin support.” 

Participant in leadership development

“[The peer 
space] was 
spontaneous… 
It was a 
condition of 
the funding 
to attend, 
but it turned 
into a more 
spontaneous, 
voluntarily 
attended 
group”
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 2b  Varying needs depending 
on experience
The participants in the scoping exercise represented a range of career stages. 
People require different types of leadership support, depending on their years of 
experience or level of responsibility. In particular, CEOs and founders have different 
needs to others, and are in relatively isolated roles with fewer opportunities to 
learn from others. They emphasised the value of peer networks specifically for CEOs 
as a way to learn from other leaders across the sector. 

“In the early days, everything was useful. Now, I have very specific needs and 
learning requirements. Leaders need a space to explore existential questions 
without freaking their staff out.”

Participant in leadership development

Other participants who are earlier on in their career highlighted the importance 
of having good quality line management to support their growth and development, 
yet this is a gap in much formal leadership development provision (see section 2f). 
People transitioning from being a volunteer or service user to working in a paid 
role in an organisation also benefit from tailored leadership support. Some scoping 
participants also mentioned the value of learning more about the sector and 
developing technical skills and expertise. 

 2c  A growing commitment to more 
diversity in leadership positions 
A key theme that emerged from conversations with organisations, funders and 
leadership development providers was a growing commitment to having a more 
diverse range of people in formal leadership roles such as senior management 
teams and boards, with a particular focus on racial diversity and lived experience 
of the migration system. 

In practice, this has meant organisations prioritising anti-racism work and 
beginning to embed this into organisational strategies. Many organisations aim 
to ensure that people who use their services have an opportunity to work there 
in future. Deliberately creating such routes into leadership roles links to questions 
around the purpose of leadership development – not just how such development 
happens, but who can access it, and who has opportunities to develop and build on 
leadership skills. 

Participants 
who are 
earlier on in 
their career 
highlighted 
the 
importance 
of having good 
quality line 
management 
to support 
their 
growth and 
development.
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Funders increasingly expect organisations to articulate what they do to grow the 
skills and capacity of leaders with this lived experience, and are directly funding 
leaders with lived experience to access development and support. Providers are 
increasingly tailoring their leadership programmes and recruitment to expand the 
number of participating leaders with lived experience of the immigration system. 
There is also a greater focus on developing and supporting leaders from an earlier 
career stage, and over a longer period. 

“In funding application[s] and assessment[s] we… prioritise organisations with 
lived experience leaders in their leadership team and staff, and… also look at 
the trustee board. We ask about what kind of consultation and engagement 
work [grantees] do with people who have lived experience. Quite a lot of 
international organisations have lived experience in their leadership teams… 
less so in the UK.”

Funder

“A midwife from South Africa became a volunteer and then [a] paid 
member of staff on our Baby Project. Later, we supported her… to get her 
home qualification recognised in the UK and she started a job in nursing. 
[Another former service user] is now on our board of trustees. Another 
who volunteered in our office is now a paid worker in our admin team.” 

Provider of leadership development

Despite these steps, many people also outlined the impact of power dynamics 
across the sector that link to specific identities that are and aren’t represented, 
either in an organisational team or more widely. Although some organisations 
are prioritising diversifying their leadership, there is clearly still more to do at 
an organisational, sector and systemic level. 

Big questions also remain about how funders can support organisations to address 
structural barriers around pay, recruitment practice and institutional culture. There 
appears to be a tension between funders wanting to see this in organisations 
and a lack of funding specifically to do this. Achieving and sustaining this change 
will require additional time and resources to support the process, and to address 
questions of race and intersectionality. 
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 2d  Innovative activity 
in small organisations
A number of small, community-led groups and organisations are explicitly 
building leadership development support into their programmes. Some have 
leaders who have been on established leadership development programmes, 
have been inspired by methods such as action learning and coaching, and have then 
integrated these into their organisation. Some, such as the Shpresa Programme 
(see case study below) have begun to develop more support for leaders. 

Much leadership development is also happening as a by-product of organisations’ 
other programmes, such as English language training, community-led campaigns 
or creative practices. These initiatives aren’t labelled as leadership development 
programmes, but this is a core element of the skills they build and the support 
they provide.

The following brief case studies outline some newer providers of leadership 
development support in the UK refugee and migration sector. 

Case study: Scottish Refugee Council leadership programme

In 2021/22, the Scottish Refugee Council designed and ran a leadership 
programme for people in the refugee and migration sector, with the Social 
Enterprise Academy as a delivery partner. This programme is a good example 
of attempts to overcome the barriers that people from migrant and refugee 
backgrounds face. Its success means it is being repeated in 2022/23.

The programme recruited a diverse cohort of people representing their 
communities, and along with some organisational employees. Following 
56 initial expressions of interest, 15 participants attended 12 days training 
over six months. 

The programme used multiple methods, including action learning, reflective 
learning and external speakers, and had a strong focus on active citizenship and 
civic engagement. Run in English, the programme required an intermediate level 
of English. To remove barriers to access, the delivery partners covered participants’ 
transport costs, and covered childcare costs for one participant. 

The organisations also ran some one-day ‘exploring my leadership’ sessions, 
which were open to unsuccessful programme applicants.

https://shpresaprogramme.org/
https://www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk/new-scots-leaders-graduate-our-leadership-programme/
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Case study: Shpresa Programme

Shpresa is an example of a small, grassroots and user-led organisation that 
builds leadership skills through its work but wouldn’t necessarily call itself 
a provider of leadership development. 

The charity promotes the participation and contribution of Albanian-speaking 
refugees and migrants in the UK. A big focus of its work is working with young 
people to act on issues that matter to them. Recently, the charity has built more 
explicit leadership development elements into its programmes, including action 
learning sets, mentoring and visits. It has now received funding to run a leadership 
development programme for migrant community leaders.

This innovative course is based upon the experience of Shpresa and its director 
in building an organisation to support the Albanian speaking community in the UK 
over the last two decades. Aiming to inspire leaders of other migrant community 
organisations, this practical course is based upon their learning, successes 
and failures.

Shpresa’s founder engaged with leadership tools such as action learning through 
her work with the School for Social Entrepreneurs and Citizens UK, inspiring her 
to incorporate them into Shpresa’s programmes.

Case study: English for Action

English for Action (EFA) demonstrates two ways of developing leadership capacity – 
developing language skills and growing capacity for community organising. 

The organisation uses language education to build leadership capacity among 
migrant and refugee communities in seven London boroughs (Brent, Greenwich, 
Hackney, Lambeth, Southwark, Tower Hamlets and Wandsworth). Its primary 
goal is to increase the number of voices in public discourse with lived experience 
of migration and multilingualism. 

As well as English language courses, EFA supports students to develop public 
speaking and advocacy skills so they can speak publicly on the issues that most 
affect them. EFA teachers join students in fora ranging from local council hustings 
to citizens’ assemblies to advocate for issues that students identify as being most 
pressing for themselves and in their communities, such as greater access to 
employment, adequate housing, and greater investment in language education 
for new arrivals. 

EFA also sees the languages that its participants speak as a further asset 
in their toolkit, and it encourages people to use multiple languages in their 
community organising. 

https://shpresaprogramme.org/
https://efalondon.org/
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Language skills are a vital part of developing leadership skills in  the sector. 
A member of staff from EFA observes:

“Without adequate English language skills, it’s exceedingly difficult to 
speak out on issues affecting our communities and our sector, so we base 
our work around learning cohorts that meet weekly with qualified [English 
for Speakers of Other Languages] (ESOL) teachers to build their language 
skills and confidence in utilising English for everyday communication. 
As an extension of this, we run regular community organising workshops, 
as well as ad hoc organising projects at which we aim for students to take 
centre-stage in speaking on their experiences and needs.”

EFA’s approach uses methods including many community organising tools; active 
listening, power analyses, and holding 1:1 meetings across the community.

 2e  Learning through doing  
and by chance
Leadership development in the UK refugee and migration sector also happens as 
a by-product of other experiences. Many people find themselves learning from 
being thrown in at the deep end – learning to lead often happens on the job through 
experiences, rather than in a structured or formalised way. This can happen when 
roles increase in seniority and responsibility as an organisation’s remit grows, but 
the number of staff does not grow at the same rate:

“[Formal] leadership development is a privilege that is afforded to those 
who are not putting out fires.”

Participant in, and provider of, leadership development

Another factor is that the pace of the work and the sector can make it very difficult 
to take time out to learn, so opportunities often occur in a haphazard, ‘whoever is 
available’ way. A small number of people access structured leadership development 
support like this, which can be great for building confidence and legitimising a sense 
of ‘being a leader’. 

“You get an email [about a leadership opportunity], and people decide who 
from the team should go – there is not necessarily a process for that!” 

Participant in, and provider of, leadership development

Learning 
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Scoping participants described learning from others as meaningful but inconsistent 
– it really depends on who they are around, and their approach to sharing their 
expertise. This applies to both people in formal leadership positions (e.g. managers 
and CEOs) and colleagues at a similar level. 

“The CEO would always invite me to meetings so I could see what was 
being role modelled.”

Participant in, and provider of, leadership development

Although many people in organisations find that this learning happens 
by chance, it’s sometimes intentional. Scoping participants told us how they 
make considered decisions about leadership opportunities and how to support their 
peers and colleagues.

In addition, pathways into leadership development often rely on individuals 
and their access to money, time or networks, as well as their specific role. Some 
people mentioned self-funding their further education, developing their learning 
through designing a programme for others, or personally seeking out a mentor 
or coach. This reliance on individual finances and networks risks reinforcing 
existing inequalities. 

Leadership development approaches varied according to an organisation’s size, 
budget, and whether it has a specific staff member who can scope out training and 
development opportunities for others.

 2f  A lack of line management 
skills and culture
For many people in the UK refugee and migration sector, opportunities for 
development are limited to their teams or organisation. This means that effective 
line management is crucial in terms of identifying and responding to development 
needs, and signposting to other support and training where relevant. This report 
considers line management skills to go beyond the relationship between a manager 
and a direct report, to encompass an organisation’s wider culture, and how 
feedback and development support are embedded.

However, effective line management was not widely reported by scoping 
participants, and there is a clear need for more support and training for managers 
across the sector. Many organisations’ founders or leaders have little or no 
management training (partly due to the rapid rise in seniority and responsibility 
that can occur when an organisation starts or grows). Quality line management was 
mentioned on multiple occasions as the factor that had made the biggest difference 
to leadership development in the past, and what would make a difference in the 
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future. Poor line management can also have a detrimental effect on colleagues’ 
mental health, hindering their ability to progress in their career and as leaders. 

“I’m trying to push for more 360 [degree] feedback in my organisation. As line 
managers there is so much to learn, but we often don’t get much feedback.” 

Participant in leadership development

“You’ve got to enjoy your work… use your skills and strengths and develop, but 
this needs managers and leaders who know how to do that and cultures that 
enable this.”

Provider of leadership development

 2g  Case study: Leading Beyond 
Borders leadership development 
programme

How did the programme come about? 

In 2018, Migration Exchange brought together an advisory group to 
scope leadership development needs in the refugee and migration sector. 
This advisory group was comprised of eight individuals, six of whom were social 
leaders with direct first-hand lived experience of migration and asylum systems.

The next year, Migration Exchange issued a tender process for the design 
and delivery of a specialist leadership development programme for the sector. 
Following a competitive tender and interview process, a partnership bid between 
the Lived Experience Leaders Movement (LEx Movement) and Clore Social 
Leadership was submitted and successfully secured with a view to delivery 
in the spring of 2020.

The world was then hit by the COVID-19 pandemic, making it impossible 
to deliver the leadership development programme as originally envisaged. 
Clore Social Leadership, the LEx Movement, and the Centre for Knowledge 
Equity (an organisation formed in late 2019 to provide infrastructure to the LEx 
Movement) offered an alternative online programme to support the sector during 
this unprecedented moment, together designing the “Responding to Covid-19: 
Leadership development programme for the UK Migration and Refugee sector”. The 
three-month programme was launched in July 2020 and went on to support over 
100 social leaders from the migrant and refugee sector. 

https://cloresocialleadership.org.uk/news/538724/Launching-Responding-to-Covid-19-Leadership-development-programme-for-the-UK-Migration-and-Refugee.htm
https://cloresocialleadership.org.uk/news/538724/Launching-Responding-to-Covid-19-Leadership-development-programme-for-the-UK-Migration-and-Refugee.htm
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Following this, Clore Social Leadership, the LEx Movement, and the Centre for 
Knowledge Equity designed a nationwide leadership programme titled “Leading 
Beyond Borders” (LBB). The LBB programme comprised a range of distinct 
components, with partners Clore Social Leadership and the Centre for Knowledge 
Equity overseeing the design and delivery of separate but complementary elements. 

The programme had two pathways – one for emerging leaders and one for 
experienced leaders – with similar content but reflecting participants’ different 
career stages. During recruitment, participants identified which pathway felt 
most applicable to them, and guidance was provided to support this, including 
on definitions of experienced and emerging leaders, and in some instances 
conversations to identify the most relevant pathway. 

What did the programme try to achieve?

The programme had several clear objectives, shared with participants in their 
programme handbook:

• • To provide a safe and supportive environment where migration and refugee 
sector leaders can enhance their work, build and extend their confidence, gain 
visibility and amplify their collective strength

• • To offer access to an array of impactful leadership development tools, building 
strong peer networks and developing a commitment to continual learning 

• • To be a catalyst for change across the sector

How did it work?

Figure 1: Emerging leaders programme

The programme was delivered through a combination of online and in person 
events. Figure 1 shows the emerging leaders programme; the experienced 
leaders pathway was very similar, but the Action Learning started slightly later. 
Throughout the programme, participants were also invited to optional “Knowledge 
Exchanges” designed by the Centre for Knowledge Equity and the full programme 
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was concluded with in-person residentials (these components are not shown 
in Figure 1 but were key aspects of the programme).

What did the Learning Beyond Borders programme include?

Learning Beyond Borders overview

Emerging leaders 
programme

Experienced leaders 
programme

# of participants 48 27

Programme length 7 months 9 months

% of participants who identified 
as having lived experience of the 
migration system 

41 people, 54% 
(total across both pathways)

% of participants outside London 46 people, 64% 
(total across both pathways)

What did the programme include?

Programme 
element

Description

Leadership 
Capabilities 
Framework

All Clore programmes are built on and around the Clore leadership 
capabilities framework, which is used across many Clore leadership 
programmes as a way of describing the tools and skills needed to 
be an impactful social leader. The framework is designed to help 
leaders reflect on the current skills and identify any gaps, in order 
to plan personal and professional development.

Discover A one-month online programme to help participants reflect on 
their leadership style. Self-directed online content accompanied 
live classroom sessions (around 4–5 hours per week). 

360° review Participants were supported to gather feedback from different 
colleagues (from people more junior, more senior, or at a similar 
level) around their strengths and areas for development, including 
specific feedback around the competencies from the leadership 
capabilities framework.

Learning days Four Learning Days across the length of each programme, 
delivered by Centre for Knowledge Equity. These included 
specialist knowledge and skill development sessions designed 
to deep dive into issues in the migration sector, such as funding 
or influencing policy.

Action learning Participants joined a set (a group of 6–8 others) who met four times 
for three hours over six months. This was facilitated by a trained 
professional ALS facilitator and aimed to be a reflective space for 
peer problem solving, connection and learning.
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Programme 
element

Description

1:1 coaching Over six months, each participant had access to four, hour-long 
sessions with a trained coach to explore their leadership journey 
in relation to their learning from the programme and their 
experiences at work.

Peer innovation 
challenge

Participants were connected in small groups, and each group chose 
a real-world issue to work on together. This was a self-directed, 
experiential project, where people could put their newly gained 
skills and tools into practice to respond to a challenge in the sector.

Knowledge 
exchanges

Sessions designed and delivered by Centre for Knowledge Equity 
virtually, and covering a range of topics.

Theses spaces allowed participants to connect their leadership 
journeys and what they were learning on other aspects of the 
programme, with the live context they are working in. This was 
done through sharing best practice, deepening professional and 
personal relationships with other participants and considering 
how collective leadership might transform the sector. Session 
design was also guided by the real-time leadership challenges 
faced by participants – surfacing organisational challenges faced in 
working practices; the broader migration and refugee sector; and 
the hostile environment. Feedback from the monthly knowledge 
exchanges directly fed into what was designed for the residential 
sessions. Over 50 participants attended at least one monthly 
knowledge exchange session.

Residentials There was a two-day residential for each programme cohort 
(two Emerging Leaders cohorts, one Experienced Leaders cohort), 
delivered by the Centre for Knowledge Equity. The residentials were 
designed and delivered by a specialist LEx Design Team - made up 
of six senior lived experience leaders and expert practitioners from 
the LEx Movement: Usha Ladwa-Thomas (Welsh Government), Fuad 
Mahamed (ACH), Sabir Zazai (Scottish Refugee Council), Hormoz 
Ahmadzadeh (Result CIC) , Baljeet Sandhu and Zainab Kabba (Centre 
for Knowledge Equity). The views of programme participants fed into 
the design process through topics discussed in Monthly Knowledge 
Exchanges and an analysis of one-to-one feedback interviews. 
The residential covered a range of topics including:

• • Systems thinking in practice and leadership

• • Growth mindset, psychological safety, and vulnerability 
in leadership

• • Understanding and igniting your lived expertise

• • Policy influencing and systems change (in government, 
campaigns, social movements, enterprises, and philanthropy)
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Programme 
element

Description

Residentials 
(continued)

• • Business development and social innovation

• • Asking for help, delegation, confidence and assertiveness

• • Roundtable conversations with participants and speakers

69% of all participants attended the two-day residential. 
It was particularly popular with those on the experienced 
leaders pathway. 

Mentoring Participants were encouraged to find a mentor, with advice 
and support on how to approach this provided the programme 
handbook. 17 participants were connected with a mentor during 
the programme; 16 emerging leaders and 1 experienced leader.

Secondment Participants were also invited to arrange a secondment to 
experience a different organisational environment. In practice, 
no one took this up during the programme, but support and 
information around how to do this continues to be available, 
so participants can arrange a secondment if they want. 

What did participants rate most highly?

Clore Social Leadership collected ratings for the components delivered 
through Clore. Across both the emerging and experienced leaders programmes, 
these components were rated very highly, with an average score of 4.45 
and 4.6/5 respectively. 

For emerging leaders, the most highly rated aspect of the programme delivered 
through Clore was the one-to-one coaching. Among the experienced leaders, the 
most highly rated aspect of the programme were the learning days, webinars 
and online modules. 

Testimonies from participants in the LBB programme

On the programme generally:

“The programme gave me the mental space to think about what’s important 
to me in my work. I left a job that was having a negative impact on my mental 
health mid-programme, and I am now happy and thriving in a new role.”

“Learning how to speak up – in my culture there is no I, only we… I can now 
celebrate that I have a voice and a right to take up space.”

“[The] national programme has meant we have connected and shared learning 
with people I would never have met [otherwise].”
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On Knowledge Exchanges delivered by CFKE:

“I really enjoyed the space for radical conversations about who we are 
as lived experience leaders.” 

“I found [the knowledge exchanges] a safe space to have emerging, 
organic conversations.” 

On the residentials delivered by CFKE:

“We had a fabulous time of learning and camaraderie. We were thoroughly 
inspired and re-energised.” 

“It was an incredible residential. I valued the connections I made there, 
and felt supported throughout.” 

“It was fantastic to meet everyone in person and go in-depth into who 
we are as leaders.” 

“I was blown away by the content and the talent in the room… and feel 
immensely grateful and equipped. [Now], I feel ready, even more resilient 
and part of a bigger fight and allyship [around leadership].”
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3  The purpose 
of leadership 
development
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How has the purpose of leadership development changed since 2018? This 
section shares learning about the purpose and motivation behind the leadership 
development work funded and delivered in the UK refugee and migration sector 
since 2018. 

The 2018 report commissioned by Migration Exchange5 identified the following 
barriers to leadership development in the sector: 

• • Time: Although there was a general commitment to leadership development, the 
time needed to attend programmes can be difficult to find.

• • Cost: While subsidies are available for many leadership development 
programmes, cost is a significant barrier. This refers to both the actual charge 
for the programme and the justification for investing in leadership development 
when funds are limited.

• • Accessibility: Travel time and cost, and overcoming personal commitments such  
as childcare.

• • Focus: Many leadership development opportunities focused on personal 
development but it would be more helpful to focus on achieving organisational 
outcomes, with more attention on broader leadership development across 
an organisation.

Some of these barriers still resonate four years on. In particular, the time and 
cost of investing in leadership development is still a barrier to many individuals 
and organisations. The COVID-19 pandemic has presented barriers to leadership 
development, disproportionately affecting groups including people with caring 
responsibilities, minoritised groups and people with disabilities. The pandemic has 
deepened many systemic disadvantages, meaning that marginalised groups are 
even less likely to have equitable access to training and development opportunities, 
and are potentially more likely to burn out. 

Some leadership development programmes have included support for participants 
with accessibility issues, such as travel and childcare costs, in their budgets, 
indicating greater awareness about this barrier.

The rapid increase in online delivery has also meant that more people in more 
geographical areas can access learning and leadership development opportunities 
in a way that can sometimes reduce barriers to access. Of course, for many people, 
working and accessing learning from home presents additional stressors. In the 
context of the cost of living crisis and continued repercussions of the pandemic, 
the impact of financial and barriers is expected to increase. Leadership programme 
design and delivery should acknowledge and respond to this. 

5 J Hill & S Crabtree Migration Exchange Leadership Development Consultation: Findings and 
Recommendations. 2018
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The final barrier highlighted in 2018, the focus of leadership development 
programmes, has changed somewhat since then. The range of leadership 
development provision has expanded, and now includes some programmes 
designed to fill strategic gaps in the sector (e.g. media training).

Many scoping participants found it difficult to determine the purpose of leadership 
development, and reflected more broadly on the purpose of their work and leaders’ 
roles in this. However, some participants have thought carefully about what 
they want to achieve through their leadership development activities, and how. 
The rest of this section divides those reflections into organisational perspectives 
and funder perspectives. 

 3a Organisational perspectives
People working in organisations that provide leadership development support 
described some of its primary purposes as:

• • Building confidence

• • Supporting wellbeing

• • Working with people impacted by the hostile environment

• • Prioritising the role of leaders with lived experience

• • Influencing and changing policy (recently, particularly in relation to the war 
in Ukraine, the hostile environment and UK immigration policy changes) 

Many organisations cited multiple purposes for leadership development activities. 
Sometimes it was a by-product of an organisational strategy, and sometimes 
developing leaders was fundamental to an organisation’s purpose as a key approach 
to securing its goals and achieving change:

“[Our ultimate purpose is] enabling young people to identify their worth, 
skills and core values in a way which builds their capacity to be leaders 
in their contexts.”

Provider of leadership development

Some leadership development participants or providers suggested that, 
in retrospect, the purpose of the leadership development they were involved in had 
been about employment preparation, such as receiving coaching to help prepare 
for interviews or accessing mentoring that helped to build up professional networks. 



A snapshot of leadership development in the UK refugee and migration sector 33

Many of the purposes of leadership development have a link to social justice, 
to creating a more just and equitable world by having a positive influence on 
individuals’ feelings about themselves and what that makes possible, or by 
influencing policy, with the potential to instigate widespread change. 

 3b  Funders’ perspectives 
and practices
Relatively few funders who took part in this scoping work had identified a clear 
objective for their investment in leadership development. In many cases, this 
investment was a natural extension of their objectives to fund organisations in 
the UK migration and refugee sector, and the organisational lens was still funders’ 
primary focus. Many of their leadership development activities were conducted 
through ‘funder plus’ offers, rather than via direct grants to organisations.

“[Resourcing leadership work is] mainly part of the funder plus work, 
rather than direct grants. It’s indirect and we could be doing more on this. 
We wouldn’t want to be too prescriptive – but it could be about funding 
smaller organisations and their leaders.”

Funder

There is a growing recognition that funders have a role in the sector’s leaders better 
reflecting lived experience of the refugee and migration sector. Some have sought 
to make both their teams and processes more inclusive in this way, for example by 
including people with lived experience in grant-making committees, and recruiting 
more grant management staff with lived experience. Additionally, some funders 
have made funding conditional upon organisations taking active steps to better 
reflect lived experience in their boards and senior staff teams. 

Funders who focused on specific leadership development objectives described these 
as strengthening the sector’s impact through more representative leaders with lived 
experience. 

“Ultimately, we want to change the sector and make it more powerful. It can 
only happen if it’s led by people affected by the issues. We have to change the 
spaces so that the voices which are heard have deep, lived experience.”

Funder
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“We haven’t funded much on leadership development, but have a really strong 
commitment to funding organisations led by people with lived experience. 
[For other organisations], we make it a condition of grant that they invest 
in developing lived experience leadership within their organisations, 
for example, their trustees.”

Funder

Some funders are actively trying to remove funding barriers for smaller and 
unconstituted groups, such as requiring organisations to have a specific legal 
status, or issuing long and complex application forms. Some learning development 
providers, such as the Leading Beyond Borders programme (see case study 
in section 2g), have taken similar steps and set inclusive recruitment targets. 

“We have started funding unconstituted groups, more with a focus on race 
than migration. It is very hard to persuade people to give the refugee and 
migrant sector a chance.”

Funder

A number of funders are clear that the purpose of their work in the sector is 
addressing structural racism. For some, this work sits within broader aims to tackle 
structural racism among funders. This can include funding organisations changing 
their own grant-making processes, and funding consultancy support for grantees’ 
anti-racism work with their senior teams and boards.

Some have provided additional funding, or pro bono consultancy expertise, for anti-
racism training and similar measures to support this culture shift. 

“Although we have supported organisations that do training, we have not 
really consciously looked at leadership of the organisations that we fund. 
[The] immigration and refugee sector has a racism problem. It wasn’t white 
until money arrived…When money arrived in the 1990s, community groups 
started becoming more and more representative of the money… [from white-
led organisations]. This led to a problem of how leadership was defined and 
came to be.”

Funder

“We want to have a range of… strategies and tools. So far, it’s been much 
more focused on white leaders using parliamentary tactics.”

Funder
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Another area that has been identified as a gap in the sector is the absence of media 
representation of people with lived experience, and some strategic programmes to 
address this are being funded too. 

“[I] would ask how much of their budget/raised income is going 
towards mobilising and growing community power – giving away power 
to create leaders. [And] how much of the money is stopping action 
and controlling activity.” 

Funder

Unless action is taken to challenge and dismantle existing inequalities, 
organisational structures and cultures can reinforce them. Funders’ focus on 
amplifying the voices and presence of leaders with lived experience of migration 
is one way they are seeking to address such issues in the sector. Additional 
resources to overcome unequal entry barriers to leadership roles is part of the 
answer, but both organisations in, and funders of, this sector need to address 
broader cultural, behavioural and institutionalised mindsets. 

“[I have] two clear asks: a strategic commitment to engaging lived 
experience, and investment in empowering and engaging people with 
lived experience. Reflecting on what differences were made to organisations 
with lived experience, we too often fall into the trap of telling their stories 
of resilience and put them on a stage. That can really undermine people’s 
confidence. [This] needs to be enabling and empowering, not just about 
telling traumatic stories. It needs to be a bigger picture, a systemic 
approach about how lived experiences are valued.” 

Provider of leadership development

A few funders wanted their investment to build leaders’ confidence and voices, 
by focusing on the personal development of individuals. They also wanted to provide 
leaders with the space and time to build their skills and try new things that might 
not be possible in their organisation, by using some less common forms of support 
such as funding mini fellowships.

Some funders identified the value of bringing leaders together in networks 
or communities of practice to strengthen collaboration, awareness and impact 
at a sectoral level. Funders that are doing this are facilitating their grantees to get 
together at quarterly or annual events. These events don’t always focus specifically 
on leadership, but often engage key people in grantee organisations and cover 
topics relevant to the organisations and the wider sector. 
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A number of funders have identified leadership gaps in the sector, and sought to fill 
these via dedicated strategic funding, including specific grants to help leaders 
build advocacy, narrative change or media engagement skills. Some funders 
reflected on the need and desire to fund more grassroots groups in the sector as a 
way of supporting leaders and developing stronger organisations across the sector. 

Notably, only one funder interviewed for this scoping work cited supporting leaders’ 
wellbeing and resilience as a common purpose of leadership development activities, 
even though this was one of the most common themes mentioned by learning 
development providers, participants and the community of practice. 

“[We] had a series of linked sessions on self-care. That was particularly useful 
– as many refugee and migrant participants are bringing so much of their 
personal lives into the work, they have to balance this.” 

Funder

Many funders reflected on how some of their current systems, processes and 
funding streams could be changed to strengthen leadership in the UK refugee and 
migration sector. More broadly, funders have acknowledged the need to support 
and encourage greater diversity and representation among the sector’s leaders, and 
some are adapting their funding conditions to support diversity in organisations. 
Some are deliberately building up lived experience leadership in their own teams, 
to shape the experience and perspective they bring to the sector in a similar way to 
other organisations.



4 Resourcing 
the future
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How can leadership development be best sustained and resourced? Our scoping 
found that in order to better resource and sustain leadership development, 
funding and sector practice needs to change, and there needs to be a greater focus 
on sharing learning. This section highlights the suggestions that participants made 
in relation to all three areas.

 4a  How the sector can sustain 
leadership development
Throughout this scoping exercise, we gathered insights into what more could 
be done to sustain and resource leadership development in the UK refugee and 
migration sector. There were numerous ideas, many from smaller community 
groups and organisations, or people who had been participants in leadership 
development programmes. 

These ideas included: 

• • Longer-term leadership support for individuals, such as providing three years’ 
coaching and mentoring support for emerging leaders to support them through 
a period of growth and development. 

• • A clearer way of knowing what leadership support is available across 
the sector, and practical support to access it, for example:

 – A regular newsletter that shares all learning and development 
opportunities in the sector 

 – Supporting a more networked approach to organisations that provide 
leadership development, such as finding ways to bring organisations 
together locally or regionally

 – Arrange training well in advance, to enable organisations to plan 
their attendance

 – Fund someone specifically to manage the logistics and facilitation of ALS 
so that participants can focus on learning (this applies whether ALS are 
self-organised or form part of a programme)

 – Share a list of ‘vetted consultants’ who can offer specific skills and expertise, 
to save organisations time

• • Making systemic changes at a sector level, for example:

 – Diversifying and refining how leadership is articulated and explained 
to encompass its different types of leadership, including lived and 
learned experience

 – Improving pay in the sector, to retain talented staff and future leaders 
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 – Developing clearer pathways for career progression that are supported 
by leadership development activities 

 – Acknowledging and addressing the structural and intersectional barriers 
that contribute to sector-wide issues, such as systemic racism and sexism, 
and the impact of not having a right to work (including post-Brexit 
status changes)

“What would make a big difference to me is getting paid well for the work that 
I do and the expertise I bring – one of the reasons I would leave the sector is 
because it doesn’t pay that well… We lose good leaders in the sector because 
there isn’t sufficient funding to support top-level leaders, especially those with 
lived experience.” 

Participant in, and provider of, leadership development

Many scoping and community of practice interviewees discussed the huge 
challenges associated with burnout and low levels of wellbeing in the sector. 
As in the wider charity sector, multiple things drive this: working in a challenging 
political environment; a lack of adequate funding to fully resource teams for their 
work; increasing demands on frontline services; and working through a pandemic 
have all taken a toll. The challenging and negative political environment may 
exacerbate people’s perceptions of these challenges, especially for people 
with lived experience whose day-to-day work may remind them of earlier 
traumatic experiences.

“People have worked hard on particular campaigns, there is burnout, career 
breaks are needed… I see so many people that start enthusiastically but don’t 
[last] a long time [in these roles].”

Participant in, and provider of, leadership development

• • Filling specific gaps in existing support for leaders, including: 

 – Emotional or therapeutic support, especially for people working in frontline 
roles, to reduce the impact of secondary trauma

 – Better support and training for line managers

 – Providing people with information about how the sector works to avoid 
repeating the same mistakes being made and ensure action is based 
on shared and cumulative experience

Many 
scoping and 
community 
of practice 
interviewees 
discussed 
the huge 
challenges 
associated 
with burnout 
and low levels 
of wellbeing 
in the sector. 
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“I’ve been in this work for 30 years: [I’m now on my] seventh prime minister 
and eleventh home secretary. One of the challenges I see is that there is no 
teaching of history – people end up repeating old mistakes.”

Participant in leadership development

“[There are] some myths, for example that the pipeline of talent of lived 
experience doesn’t exist. In Wales [one organisation is] funding people 
from a really junior level so that in five years’ time they [will be] ready for 
leadership roles.”

Funder

 4b  Suggestions to improve 
funder practice
Funders have an important role in shaping the conditions for leaders working in the 
refugee and migration sector, and in directly supporting leadership development. 
Good funder practices to build on include:

• • More long-term and core funding to free up time and space for leaders to 
focus more on organisational development and impact. Core funding for smaller 
and unconstituted groups is one of the best ways to support leaders with lived 
experience who are initiative or organisation founders. 

• • Non-financial support from funders, such as a funder ‘plus’ offer, which 
could include flexible and bespoke access to expert support or consultants. 
This might include funding a board away day, or bringing in specialist training 
for teams. 

• • All grants should include a budget line for leadership development 
support and activities, which could be used flexibly depending on leaders’ 
and organisations’ needs. 

• • Direct funding for group learning and leadership development to support 
leadership networks and networking, for example: 

 – Peer networking: online and face-to-face events where leaders can come 
together and exchange practice, learning and ideas. This came out in 
interviews,  as well as reflected through the good turn out and positive 
reception of the community of practice events. 

 – A specific peer space for leaders and CEOs: this could be action learning 
sets, facilitated networks or activities such as conferences or retreats. 
Although some funder networks for leaders in the sector already exist, 
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many leaders still lack access to these networks. CEOs we spoke to shared 
the uniqueness of their position and what they needed from peer spaces; 
both in terms of the specific challenges that a CEO or founder might face and 
the benefit of being in learning spaces with others in this position, and in 
the fact that many of these individuals had been in the sector significantly 
longer and therefore were looking for something different than what they 
had experienced historically. 

 – Longer-term coaching to develop talent, especially for emerging 
leaders moving into new leadership roles for the first time. Coaching 
was talked about widely and the value of coaching was also reflected 
through the positive feedback from this element of the Leading 
Beyond Borders programme. 

 – Funders can also use their influence to make organisations think about 
the role of leaders, such as by asking about their commitment to developing 
and supporting leaders, or their plans for building a talent pipeline in 
their organisation. Funders being more specific about their support for, 
and expectations of, leadership development would have significant 
impact in strengthening organisations’ capacity and resources dedicated 
to leadership. Funders also have an important role in recognising and 
challenging unhelpful practices or barriers for grantees. Many funders 
are already collaborating shared support for the sector, but they could 
do more in this area. 

 4c  Strengthening the way 
that learning is shared 
across the sector
The data gathered in this scoping exercise consistently referenced the value of peer-
to-peer learning. This was further evidenced through the communities of practice. 

In terms of what participants felt made shared learning most effective, the following 
themes emerged:

• • Organised spaces specifically for sharing learning that bring people together 
from diverse organisations and settings, who might not meet otherwise. This has 
become more possible through virtual working. 

• • These spaces shouldn’t just be about introductions but learning technical skills, 
for example by sharing human resources or finance knowledge.
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• • It would be useful to understand how many medium or large organisations 
have talent management strategies, and identify lessons that can be learnt from 
these. This might also be an important area for peer-to-peer learning across 
organisations, especially those which may have had some success in developing 
and implementing leadership development. 

• • Mentoring is incredibly helpful but the sector has no formal mentoring scheme. 
Mentoring can take many forms, so more research and testing could be helpful 
to understand the most impactful approaches. 

• • Bringing people together to offload also has a value, in addition to formal 
therapeutic support. 

• • The logistics of organising spaces to bring people together is a barrier 
and a burden. Investing in someone to manage this improves both access 
and engagement. 

“It would be great to have a networked approach across all the organisations 
who offer leadership development. [We] would love to be able to refer 
the young people we work with on to other opportunities, e.g. leading 
in the migration sector.”

Participant in, and provider of, leadership development



5  Conclusion 
and key 
recommendations
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This report aims to explore what leadership development opportunities currently 
exist for people working in the refugee and migration sector in the UK, and some of 
the barriers that make it difficult for certain people to access them. 

Many of this scoping study’s findings are consistent with those in the 2018 report 
commissioned by Migration Exchange.6 Today, leaders in the sector still face many 
of the same challenges and barriers, particularly around their capacity to engage 
in leadership development – such as knowing about and being able to access 
leadership development opportunities or having the time to organise their 
own leadership development activities. 

The findings also reflect experiences in other parts of the UK charity sector, including 
those addressing mental health, homelessness and youth issues. This suggests that 
some barriers and experiences affecting the refugee and migration sector, such 
as funding mechanisms, and organisational recruitment, staffing and scale, are 
determined by factors in the wider charity sector.

The needs and experiences discovered through this project have shed light on 
urgent and important issues that require collective action from funders, trustees, 
leaders and supporters of the refugee and migration sector. 

As a result, we have developed three key recommendations for funders and 
decision-makers in the sector:

1. Address current gaps in leadership development provision, including 
therapeutic support and line management training. Use existing levers to 
support leadership in the sector, such as expanding funder plus programmes 
to include coaching, mentoring, action learning or communities of practice. 
The value of coaching and action learning was consistently mentioned, but 
prominence and weight was also given to mentoring, and many people 
reported it had been impactful to their own leadership journeys. Off the shelf 
training programmes are not necessarily the best way to meet the range 
of needs people in the sector have; more bespoke development tailored 
to an individual or organisational context might have more impact. 

2. Support wellbeing and tackle burnout across the sector, and identify 
the support organisations need in order to address this themselves and as 
a sector. Low levels of wellbeing and higher rates of burnout among staff 
was a strong theme that emerged through this work, but while it came up 
a lot in the communities of practice and the scoping interviews with people 
working in organisations, there was a relative absence of it in the interviews with 
funders. Burnout and a lack of attention to wellbeing presents a risk that, if not 
addressed, can have a negative impact to the sector as a whole. Some ideas 
and options on how to tackle this challenge are included in this report, but the 
topic would benefit from more dedicated attention at a sector wide level. 

6 J Hill & S Crabtree Migration Exchange Leadership Development Consultation: Findings and 
Recommendations. 2018
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3. Tackle the additional barriers to leadership development experienced by 
people with lived experience. To make leadership development meaningful 
and sustainable, take a careful approach in the designing of development 
opportunities, when and how they happen, who delivers them and how they 
respond to the specific needs of individuals. This might involve creating spaces 
specifically for some groups to help them overcome barriers and to support 
a more equitable, impactful sector.

In 2022, the UK refugee and migration sector is a challenging working context. 
Leaders face a complex set of factors, including the hostile environment, wars, 
a global pandemic and impending economic recession. The capacity, skills and 
wellbeing of people working in the sector are at significant risk. The sector requires 
an urgent, strategic and collective response from funders, trustees and decision-
makers to mitigate these risks, and support all kinds of leadership. This includes 
acknowledging and addressing the structural barriers that affect staff, such as 
systemic racism and sexism, and the hostile environment. Ultimately, effective 
investment in leadership development should be seen as an integral part of 
the larger picture, and an important step in pursuing system change across 
the sector.

Supporting leadership development will extend beyond today’s leaders, to their 
colleagues and successors both now and in the future. It will increase the impact of 
organisations in the UK refugee and migration sector, and have a positive impact on 
the people they exist to serve. 
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  Annexe 1: Methodology
When planning this work, we worked closely with sector representatives and the 
project steering group to make sure the research design and project oversight, were 
collaborative and inclusive.

a. Desk research

This work was carried out between April and October 2022. Our first step was 
a rapid desk-based scoping exercise to map the key organisations and providers 
working on leadership development in the UK refugee and migration sector, 
organisations involved in the 2018 report and relevant contacts identified 
by Migration Exchange. 

We also undertook desk-based scoping using keywords related to leadership, 
training, coaching and development, and relevant organisations identified by 
the project steering group. See Annexe 2 for details of key published information 
sources that influenced this part of the project.

b. Who we gathered data from

• • Providers of leadership development support in the UK migration and refugee 
sector, including formal providers and smaller, community-based organisations 
that build leadership but don’t necessarily offer formal programmes 
or self-describe as ‘providers’.

• • Funders who have funded leadership development work in the sector. 

• • People in the sector who have accessed leadership development support 
in their careers.

c. How we collected data

We provided four main ways for people to engage with the scoping, depending 
on their availability and access needs: 

• • Semi-structured interviews, which took place on Zoom (totalling 23 interviews).

• • A Google form that replicated the interview questions, and offered slightly 
different questions depending on whether the person completing the form 
was a leadership development funder, provider or participant (totalling 
28 responses).

• • A phone number to which people could send WhatsApp voice notes, 
summarising some of their experiences and insights (totalling 3 messages).

• • Two facilitated, online community of practice events that brought together 
over 40 participants and explored some of the learning questions guiding 
this work (see Annexe 3). 

https://forms.gle/qKG8wYo7zPUCTHDXA


A snapshot of leadership development in the UK refugee and migration sector 47

We also conducted an in-depth case study into the leadership development 
programme, Leading Beyond Borders, run by Clore Social Leadership and Centre 
for Knowledge Equity. This involved reviewing multiple impact reports relating 
to the programme, and conducting interviews with organisations and individual 
participants involved in it. 

d. Research limitations

• • Resource and time constraints made it impossible to engage all leadership 
development provider organisations, so the insights in this report are limited to 
a sub-section of the field. The relatively small sample size means we were unable 
to provide a comprehensive overview of the sector.

• • We focused on ‘scoping’ the sector rather than using more traditional research 
methods, to gather different types of knowledge and experience, and explore 
leadership development activities delivered by people who might not have 
labelled it as such. 

• • We wanted to explore the diverse ways in which leadership is developed in the 
migration and refugee sector. But the language and practices around leadership 
development are broad, including English language programmes or informal 
mentoring schemes rather than just formal training or schemes. As such, there 
may have been ambiguity in how some people interpreted the scoping brief 
and learning questions. We developed our communications to try and mitigate 
this risk. 

• • Many organisations who don’t provide formal leadership training or 
development programmes may not self-identify as providers, and therefore may 
have chosen not to complete the survey or take part in an interview.

• • The survey and interviews were conducted in English, which may have excluded 
people and organisations who don’t use English as their primary language. 
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  Annexe 2: References
The following sources informed the desk-based research for this report:

B Sandhu, The Value of Lived Experience in Social Change: The Need for Leadership 
and Organisational Development in the Social Sector, 2017

J Hill & S Crabtree Migration Exchange Leadership Development Consultation: 
Findings and Recommendations. 2018

Migration Exchange Summary of Leadership Development Opportunities. 
January 2019

UnLtd and The Social Innovation Project Enabling leaders with lived experience 
Learning report. 2017

http://thelivedexperience.org/report/
http://thelivedexperience.org/report/
https://global-dialogue.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Leadership-development-in-the-migration-sector_MEX-consultation_HillCrabtree_2018.pdf
https://global-dialogue.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Leadership-development-in-the-migration-sector_MEX-consultation_HillCrabtree_2018.pdf
https://global-dialogue.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/Leadership-training-summary-of-providers_MEX.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5bf547d6506fbe03f0f00ef6/t/5d2f1beaa6f9550001d41581/1563368433846/Enabling+leaders+with+lived+experience+-+learning+report.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5bf547d6506fbe03f0f00ef6/t/5d2f1beaa6f9550001d41581/1563368433846/Enabling+leaders+with+lived+experience+-+learning+report.pdf
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   Annexe 3: Outputs from 
the communities of practice

a. Insights into specific interventions 

b. Insights into the impact of each intervention
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c. What can line managers can do to grow organisational leadership?



A
 snapsho

t o
f leadership develo

pm
ent in the U

K
 refugee and m

igratio
n secto

r 
5

1

d. What has worked well to recruit leaders with lived experience?
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e. What sustains colleagues’ wellbeing in the sector?



This research was commissioned by 
Migration Exchange in April 2022 and 
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The views expressed in this report are 
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or Migration Exchange. 
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