
A Listening Fund 
Quick GuideHelping young 

people into 
leadership roles

This quick guide forms part of a series developed by 
Collective Discovery, the Learning Partner of the Listening 
Fund. The Listening Fund is an England-wide partnership 
which aims to make the youth sector more accountable 
to young people. Each guide provides an insight into 
learning held by Listening Fund grantees, surfaced within 
peer learning group discussions. 



Why support young people into  
leadership roles?
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In the Sharing Power paper we highlight a diverse range of reasons 
why organisations choose to involve young people in their work, 
summarised in this image. 
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Demonstrates 
commitment to 
young people’s 

rights

Strengthens 
accountability

Brings new 
ideas and 

energy - as well 
as challenge

Builds young 
people’s trust in 

institutions

Improves 
effectiveness 
as decisions 

are informed by 
young people

Why?

Builds skills and 
leadership of 
young people 

https://thelisteningfund.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/TLF_SharingPower_Report.pdf
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What are the pathways for young 
people into leadership roles? 

Young people 
founding and/or 
leading their own 

organisations 

Young people 
being elected to 
leadership roles 

Young people 
in staff roles 

with leadership 
responsibilities 

A young person, 
or group of young 

people, have 
founded their own 
organisation. This 
may have started 
as an informal or 

grassroots movement 
that has developed 

into a registered 
charity or social 

enterprise. 

For example, 
Listening Fund 

partner, Emotional 
Dysregulation in 

Autism, has a young 
founder-CEO, and 
UK Youth Climate 
Coalition is led by 
a group of young 

people.

A young person 
has been elected, 

appointed or 
employed into a 

position of leadership 
of a youth-focused 
organisation. This 

could include trustee 
or co-CEO roles.

For example many 
Listening Fund 

partners have young 
people on their trustee 

board, have a youth 
steering committee or 
youth advisory board, 
or young champions 

or ambassadors. 

A young person 
is employed in a 
staff role which 
has leadership 

or management 
responsibilities, such 

as coordinating a 
youth advisory group 

or fundraising. 

For example, some 
Listening Fund 
partners have 

dedicated youth 
participation or youth 

voice roles staffed 
by young people, or 

pay or employ young 
people to deliver 

particular activities 
(e.g. training or 

workshops). 

There are many routes that young people take from being 
a service-user or participant of a youth programme into a 
leadership role. These include, but are not limited to: 
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These pathways are often neither smooth nor linear because 
organisations and young people need to be able to respond to the 
individual, the specific circumstances, and/or work it out for the first time. 
However organisations are increasingly finding ways to acknowledge, 
document, and formalise these processes. This can help build the case for 
the resources and staffing needed to do it well. 

In the experiences shared by Listening Fund partners, having clarity on 
what the leadership role entails is particularly important when you are 
supporting young leaders. Staffing and resource requirements need to be 
aligned with the support that young people need and the skills of the staff 
and volunteers involved. Listening Fund partners who work with young 
people who have experienced, or are currently experiencing trauma or 
discrimination, or who have mental or physical health conditions, have 
put in place comprehensive support.

It’s also essential to recognise that not all young people who engage 
with an organisation wish to take on leadership roles, either within the 
organisation or elsewhere. Young people’s lives can be complex, 
with changing timelines, locations, and responsibilities. 
Leadership pathways should be mindful of these factors, 
and organisations may consider fostering an “open 
door” culture, allowing young people to step into 
leadership roles after periods of study, rest, 
travel, or other life experiences.
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“�We ensure that we know their skills beforehand, and 
we have a mid-term assessment. We ask: do you feel 
like you are developing in some aspect? What do you 
want us to do differently? We want to make sure we 
always have our finger on the pulse in terms of their 
journey from beginning to end. It’s treated as a way to 
give people an experience that they can put on their 
CV and that we can give references for.”  

	 Eugene, We Don’t Settle 

Every young person will need individualised support to step into a 
leadership role, depending on their existing experience, knowledge 
and skills. However, here are some top tips on creating conditions 
which can support many young people, based upon experiences 
shared by Listening Fund partners.

What support do young 
people in leadership 
roles need?
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	� Acknowledge that young people in 
leadership roles do need support to 
succeed  

When young people show strong leadership qualities or excel in public 
speaking and campaigning, there can be an assumption that they can 
seamlessly transition into formal leadership roles that involve management 
responsibilities. While young leaders may bring valuable insight and 
knowledge to an organisation, they may lack experience in certain 
practical aspects of organisational management due to their shorter 
work histories. To support their growth, it’s essential to allocate time and 
resources for skill development. Additionally, consider flexible trial periods in 
contracts to allow space for their personal and professional development. 

	� Create clear expectations for the role, 
and put boundaries in place 

As an organisation it’s essential to set clear expectations for a young 
person stepping into a leadership role. These expectations may differ 
from their previous relationship with your organisation; encompassing 
aspects like time management, communication styles, accountability, 
and deadline flexibility.It’s equally important to discuss boundaries - 
particularly around their personal lives - and their relationships with 
other young people who are involved in the organisation, to ensure a 
healthy and safe work dynamic. This doesn’t mean you can’t maintain 
a strong relationship as their career develops, but rather that the nature 
of the relationship may need to evolve accordingly.

Creating conditions to support 
young people into leadership roles

01
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	� Consider the unique position of the 
young leader within the organisation 
and their peer networks 

It’s important to acknowledge that leadership roles can be a lonely 
and isolating place for young people. It can be particularly challenging 
to balance leadership responsibilities with maintaining personal 
relationships with their peers and colleagues. 

For example, it can be challenging for peers to relate to pressures and 
complex responsibilities such as dealing with HR issues or challenging 
trustees. To address this, ensure you work collaboratively with the 
young leader to put in place support systems or wellbeing resources 
to ensure they still have space to engage in activities that connect 
them with peers. 

	� Establish upwards, downwards  
and peer mentoring and 
communications channels 

When a young person steps into a new leadership role, providing 
mentorship or connections across the organisation can be highly 
beneficial. For example, offering a board member as a mentor, 
facilitating peer support with a young leader from a similar 
organisation, or funding participation in activity days with the 
organisation’s youth groups can make a significant impact. These 
opportunities not only help young leaders build confidence in their role 
but also allow them to learn from and share experiences with others.
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“�We get a lot of feedback from care-experienced staff 
that have come up through our charity that they feel like 
they have to say yes to everything… there is a sort of power 
shift between a line manager-employee relationship and 
a youth worker-young person relationship. They’re more 
susceptible to say yes and do things that might make 
them uncomfortable or trigger them in the long run.”   

	 Youth Worker from a Listening Fund partner

Below are some top tips, built upon the experiences shared by Listening 
Fund partners, of how to overcome some of the challenges you might 
face when supporting a young person into a leadership role. 

8

What are the common challenges, 
and how can we overcome them?

	� Acknowledge the diversity of young 
people’s experience

For example, if you are always asking your young board member 
to speak on behalf of all young people your organisation is working 
with, then this doesn’t acknowledge the diversity of young people’s 
lived experience. This can result in young people in leadership feeling 
unable to speak, in fear of misrepresenting others’ experiences. If you 
do wish to have a representative role, ensure the young leader has 
access to the information they may need, such as feedback reports or 
research papers, to accurately present the youth perspective. 

01
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 	� Ensure other staff members 
understand and respect the young 
person’s new role

For example, if you continue to expect the newly employed fundraising 
officer, who used to be a volunteer in your youth group, to still be the 
one to put out the chairs and get the snacks after a long day in the 
office, then they might think you have forgotten, or even disrespect, 
their new role. It’s important to communicate this new role to staff, 
trustees and other stakeholders - so that everyone is on the same 
page. If you are not sure which aspects of their old role they want to 
continue with (they may still want to come to the youth group!), have 
a conversation with them about how they can do those things, and 
also make time to prioritise their new responsibilities. 

	� Ask the young leader about the 
barriers they are facing internally and 
work with them to address them

For example, the young person in the leadership role may want 
to make your communications products more engaging and 
accessible, but realise these ideas will require buy-in from multiple 
teams. Often young people in leadership roles can feel isolated or 
siloed, as they don’t have the internal relationships to push forward 
agendas. Therefore, before creating space for a young person to 
take up a leadership role, it’s important that you acknowledge the 
internal and structural barriers that they will be working within.
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For inspiration

Listen to these podcasts on pathways and progression for young people 
featuring Listening Fund partners Spark Inside, Little Green Pig and Sister 
System. 

Hear more from Listening Fund partners in this podcast on young people 
leading organisations featuring the LUNA project, UK Youth Climate 
Coalition and Young Manchester.

Find out more from Boundless Theatre on their Co-Leadership model, 
and read this blog from a co-leader on their experience. 

Watch this webinar from the Young Trustees Movement on how to 
nurture new talent for Board Roles.

 

https://podfollow.com/shift-2/episode/d5b5559f4d1f1cf7cc24055ff537f7eb56b31b65/view
https://podfollow.com/shift-2/episode/1f7001fc7fa0231fab72c188498975e728b37a6f/view
https://podfollow.com/shift-2/episode/1f7001fc7fa0231fab72c188498975e728b37a6f/view
https://podfollow.com/shift-2/episode/1f7001fc7fa0231fab72c188498975e728b37a6f/view
https://podfollow.com/shift-2/episode/1f7001fc7fa0231fab72c188498975e728b37a6f/view
https://boundlesstheatre.org.uk/about/co-leadership-at-boundless/
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://thelisteningfund.org/what-ive-learned-from-six-months-of-co-leadership/&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1732702861350999&usg=AOvVaw0DRsA7daY_PLi_QXC_CLXl
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lGknlXzi-pc

