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RYS Insights draw on ten years of frontline work alongside
people on the move. They include contributions from

former staff, volunteers and leaders, presented through
case studies, first-person accounts, questions for discussion

and practice prompts.

They can be read alone or discussed with a team. They are
intended to support reflection and discussion, rather than

provide fixed answers or concrete solutions.
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People with lived experience are often valued in caring organisations
because of their closeness to the issues being addressed, and because they
can help others understand what might otherwise be missed. But inclusion
can still leave the deeper direction of the work unchanged, with decisions
and authority continuing to sit elsewhere.

This Insight looks at what becomes possible when people with lived
experience are able to shape decisions, lead teams and help define the
work itself. It follows Mustafa’s journey at Velos Youth, RYS’ sister
organisation, from Youth Support Worker to CEO, and asks what conditions
made that progression possible.

This is one person’s journey, within a particular organisation and with its
own starting point. It is not a fixed model for 
organisations seeking to be led by people 
with lived experience. Different people 
and organisations will begin from 
different places, and many 
people will already be ready to 
lead. Readers are invited to apply 
the wider learning about 
authority, opportunity and 
organisational change to 
their own context.

The Insight is written from 
the perspective of one of RYS’ 
founders, who went to Athens to help establish Velos Youth and initially led
the work.
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the centre
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Understanding the limits
of inclusion
Velos Youth was created by RYS in 2017 with a
deliberate intention: we did not want people
with lived experience, language skills and
cultural knowledge to sit around the edges of
the youth centre, limited to interpretation or
cultural mediation for other staff. We had come
to see this as a common pitfall of other projects
and organisations. 

Instead, we wanted people with lived experience
of forced displacement to hold central roles, and
to build relationships with young people in their
own right. We wanted them to hold the space,
shape the culture, and become trusted adults.

That decision made the work better from the
beginning. People with direct experience
formed relationships, held trust, understood
things the rest of us would have missed, and
became central to the life of the centre.

But we soon came to understand the limit of
this kind of inclusion. A person can be valued
and trusted, and can shape the daily experience
of the work, while its core direction and purpose
remain unchanged. Yet if people with lived
experience understand those realities better
than anyone else, and are often best placed to
judge what is needed and how support can be
offered well, then keeping them inside roles
defined by others means a significant
opportunity is lost.

INCLUSION

Welcomed

Trusted

Valued

Consulted
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Shapes
daily life

Sets priorities
and direction

Holds senior
authority

01 Central, but without authority
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Mustafa arrived in Greece in 2015. Like many
young people arriving then, he was having to
make a life in a city that had not been built to
receive him. Support existed, but it was limited
and difficult to navigate. Much of what he
needed had to be found through trial,
persistence and the relationships he built.

His interview for the role of Youth Support
Worker was chaotic and memorable. We still
laugh about it now. Between my quick, deep
voice and his nerves and still-developing
English, neither of us properly understood the
other. Somehow, we still spoke for over an hour.

But beneath the confusion there was something
unmistakable. He had confidence, purpose and
a sense that he wanted to build something. He
joined as part of the team that launched the
youth centre and quickly became central to its
daily life. 

Not long after it opened we were clearing up at
the end of a long day, when he said, almost
casually: “One day I would like to run this.” I
remember replying, without hesitation: “One
day I hope you will have my job.”

I had responded instinctively, but the question
of whether the organisation could make that
progression real soon emerged.

‘ONE DAY I WOULD
LIKE TO RUN THIS’
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FROM SUPPORT
WORKER TO CEO
Over the next few years, Mustafa
progressed quickly through a number of
roles. His lived experience of the issues
young people were facing shaped and
strengthened each role differently. 

By 2019 we were sharing leadership of
the organisation. Eventually, as I
stepped further back, Velos Youth
created its first CEO role, and he took it
on. That progression was not automatic.
It depended on trust, real opportunity,
growing responsibility and room to learn
over time.

Mustafa was a strong communicator
and a natural storyteller, secure in his
abilities and hungry to keep learning. He
had a clear vision for what the work
could become, and the presence to
bring others with him. His connection 
to young people’s realities gave that
vision a particular weight.

This mattered especially when 
he had to say no. The boundary 
did not land as something 
arbitrary or detached. Young 
people could recognise that it 
came from someone who 
understood what the request 
meant, and what it cost to hear 
that answer. 
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CEO 
Led and represented the

organisation at the highest level

Co-director
 Shaped the organisation’s strategy

and direction.

Project Manager
 Shaped daily practice from close

knowledge of young people’s realities.

Senior Caseworker
 Brought lived understanding of the

impact of casework decisions.

Youth Support Worker
 Built trust quickly through

recognisable understanding.
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WHEN AUTHORITY TAKES AN
UNFAMILIAR SHAPE

Mustafa’s progression might sound straightforward when told quickly: he was
talented, he grew into the work, and eventually he became CEO. But that is
rarely how power moves.

As he progressed, there was resistance from some staff. Some of that may
have been the ordinary difficulty of being led by someone who had once been
a colleague, or who had entered the organisation in a more junior role. But
some of it also raised a harder question about what kinds of authority people
were used to recognising.

Mustafa did not arrive with the forms of authority that were most familiar in
that context. He was not Greek. He did not carry the recognisable
qualifications of a local professional. He was still learning parts of the culture
and systems in which the organisation operated.

I was not Greek either, and there were many parts of the local context I did not
understand well. But I arrived with a kind of authority that many people
already knew how to read: white, Western, connected to funding, and
assumed to have permission to lead. However capable Mustafa was, his
authority did not arrive with the same protection.

There were, however, moments earlier on when a different kind of authority
began to become visible. One of the first came when Mustafa took the lead on
the case management system. This was not only an administrative
responsibility. He knew every young person’s name, their circumstances and
what support they needed. He could see the work as a whole, not only
through the relationships he held himself.

That wider view changed how the team saw him. His authority was not
coming from formal qualification, local professional status or founder
legitimacy. It was coming from his closeness to the work, his command of the
detail, and his ability to hold the needs of many young people at once.
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When stepping back became real

My own continued presence became another challenge to the transition. I
needed to step back far enough for Mustafa to occupy the space in practice,
not only on paper.

As long as I remained physically present, the form of authority people already
knew how to read remained available. Questions and concerns were
redirected to me, even when they belonged more properly with him. When I
was absent, those same questions returned to Mustafa.

In the end, we decided that I would only be present in the centre for specific
reasons that could be clearly explained. If I remained constantly available as
the old centre of authority, Mustafa’s authority could not become fully
established.

The difficulty became clearest when disagreement surfaced. Shortly after
Mustafa became co-director, a team member raised a concern with me
about a decision he had made. 

05 MOVING THE OLD CENTRE BACK

By then, my role was increasingly
behind the scenes. I could listen, offer
perspective and share feedback if that
seemed appropriate. But I could not
become the person who resolved it.

Part of me wanted to smooth things
over, find a way through, or make the
outcome less painful than it was
becoming. But I had to hold back.

Making space for Mustafa’s authority
meant accepting that I would not
always choose the outcome. If power
only belongs to someone else when
they use it in ways we approve of, then
it has not really shifted at all.
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WHAT CHANGED WHEN 
authority shifted

06 SEEING THE DIFFERENCE
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By the time Mustafa became CEO, Velos Youth was not simply the same
organisation with a different person at the top. His leadership had changed
how the work was understood, how it was communicated, and how
decisions were made.

Some of that change was visible externally. Velos became more confident in
how it spoke about its work, more credible with partners, and more able to
explain what young people were facing without flattening or simplifying
their realities.

Some of it was visible inside the centre. Young people saw someone leading
who understood parts of their journey from the inside. Staff were asked to
take seriously a form of judgement that did not come only through
professional training or external expertise. The boundaries he set, and the
decisions and priorities he carried, had a different kind of weight.



06 SEEING THE DIFFERENCE

09MAKING SPACE FOR OTHERSRYS Insight 06

An organisation’s achievements are never attributable to one individual.
But Mustafa’s leadership took Velos Youth into new chapters and
directions that I do not believe would otherwise have emerged.

THE DIFFERENCE IN PRACTICE



WHAT WE HAD TO LEARN 
BETWEEN US

07 THE WORK AROUND THE TRANSITION
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The transition required Mustafa and me
to learn how to work across different
experiences, references and
assumptions.

We did not always read situations in the
same way. Sometimes we brought
different expectations about how
decisions should be made, how direct
disagreement should be, how much
explanation people needed, or what kind
of leadership a situation required. Those
differences had to be worked through
rather than ignored.

In our case, the transfer needed time. It
unfolded through conversations,
disagreements, handovers, meetings,
silences and moments of uncertainty.

What helped was making space to reflect
together, name what was difficult, ask
what each of us was carrying, and keep
returning to the question of what the
organisation needed next.

Some of this was personal. Some of it was
cultural. Some of it came from the different
positions we had occupied in the organisation.
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REFLECTION

HAVING TO PROVE MYSELF
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REFLECTION

LEARNING TO TRUST MY JUDGEMENT

At Velos, ‘lived experience leadership’ was not created simply by
giving me a title. It was enabled through trust, patience, mentorship,
and a genuine willingness to share power.



Mustafa and I reflected together on what made this progression possible. He
brought the talent, judgement and lived understanding needed to lead well.
But individual capability alone could not shift organisational authority. Velos
Youth also had to create the conditions in which his leadership could be
recognised, exercised and sustained.
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WHAT MADE THIS POSSIBLE

08 building the conditions
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These questions are for organisations, leaders and teams that want people
with lived experience to move beyond contribution and hold meaningful
authority. They may also be useful for people with lived experience who
want to assess where authority sits in the organisations where they work,
especially if they are stepping into leadership or feel their insight is
welcomed while their authority remains limited.

They are not intended as a test of whether an individual or organisation has
the “right” values or motivation. They are prompts for noticing where
authority sits, what makes leadership progression possible, and what may
need to change if lived experience is to shape the work itself.

Questions to carry
into practice

IN PRACTICE
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	‘ONE DAY I WOULD LIKE TO RUN THIS’
	Mustafa arrived in Greece in 2015. Like many young people arriving then, he was having to make a life in a city that had not been built to receive him. Support existed, but it was limited and difficult to navigate. Much of what he needed had to be found through trial, persistence and the relationships he built.
	His interview for the role of Youth Support Worker was chaotic and memorable. We still laugh about it now. Between my quick, deep voice and his nerves and still-developing English, neither of us properly understood the other. Somehow, we still spoke for over an hour.
	But beneath the confusion there was something unmistakable. He had confidence, purpose and a sense that he wanted to build something. He joined as part of the team that launched the youth centre and quickly became central to its daily life.
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	FROM SUPPORT WORKER TO CEO
	Youth Support Worker  Built trust quickly through recognisable understanding.
	Senior Caseworker  Brought lived understanding of the impact of casework decisions.
	Over the next few years, Mustafa progressed quickly through a number of roles. His lived experience of the issues young people were facing shaped and strengthened each role differently.
	By 2019 we were sharing leadership of the organisation. Eventually, as I stepped further back, Velos Youth created its first CEO role, and he took it on. That progression was not automatic. It depended on trust, real opportunity, growing responsibility and room to learn over time.
	Mustafa was a strong communicator and a natural storyteller, secure in his abilities and hungry to keep learning. He had a clear vision for what the work could become, and the presence to bring others with him. His connection  to young people’s realities gave that vision a particular weight.
	This mattered especially when  he had to say no. The boundary  did not land as something  arbitrary or detached. Young  people could recognise that it  came from someone who  understood what the request  meant, and what it cost to hear  that answer.
	Project Manager  Shaped daily practice from close knowledge of young people’s realities.
	Co-director  Shaped the organisation’s strategy and direction.
	CEO  Led and represented the organisation at the highest level
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	RECOGNIsING A DIFFERENT AUTHORITY

	WHEN AUTHORITY TAKES AN UNFAMILIAR SHAPE
	Mustafa’s progression might sound straightforward when told quickly: he was talented, he grew into the work, and eventually he became CEO. But that is rarely how power moves.
	As he progressed, there was resistance from some staff. Some of that may have been the ordinary difficulty of being led by someone who had once been a colleague, or who had entered the organisation in a more junior role. But some of it also raised a harder question about what kinds of authority people were used to recognising.
	Mustafa did not arrive with the forms of authority that were most familiar in that context. He was not Greek. He did not carry the recognisable qualifications of a local professional. He was still learning parts of the culture and systems in which the organisation operated.
	I was not Greek either, and there were many parts of the local context I did not understand well. But I arrived with a kind of authority that many people already knew how to read: white, Western, connected to funding, and assumed to have permission to lead. However capable Mustafa was, his authority did not arrive with the same protection.
	There were, however, moments earlier on when a different kind of authority began to become visible. One of the first came when Mustafa took the lead on the case management system. This was not only an administrative responsibility. He knew every young person’s name, their circumstances and what support they needed. He could see the work as a whole, not only through the relationships he held himself.
	That wider view changed how the team saw him. His authority was not coming from formal qualification, local professional status or founder legitimacy. It was coming from his closeness to the work, his command of the detail, and his ability to hold the needs of many young people at once.
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	MOVING THE OLD CENTRE BACK

	When stepping back became real
	My own continued presence became another challenge to the transition. I needed to step back far enough for Mustafa to occupy the space in practice, not only on paper.
	As long as I remained physically present, the form of authority people already knew how to read remained available. Questions and concerns were redirected to me, even when they belonged more properly with him. When I was absent, those same questions returned to Mustafa.
	In the end, we decided that I would only be present in the centre for specific reasons that could be clearly explained. If I remained constantly available as the old centre of authority, Mustafa’s authority could not become fully established.
	The difficulty became clearest when disagreement surfaced. Shortly after Mustafa became co-director, a team member raised a concern with me about a decision he had made.
	By then, my role was increasingly behind the scenes. I could listen, offer perspective and share feedback if that seemed appropriate. But I could not become the person who resolved it.
	Part of me wanted to smooth things over, find a way through, or make the outcome less painful than it was becoming. But I had to hold back.
	Making space for Mustafa’s authority meant accepting that I would not always choose the outcome. If power only belongs to someone else when they use it in ways we approve of, then it has not really shifted at all.
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	SEEING THE DIFFERENCE

	WHAT CHANGED WHEN  authority shifted
	By the time Mustafa became CEO, Velos Youth was not simply the same organisation with a different person at the top. His leadership had changed how the work was understood, how it was communicated, and how decisions were made.
	Some of that change was visible externally. Velos became more confident in how it spoke about its work, more credible with partners, and more able to explain what young people were facing without flattening or simplifying their realities.
	Some of it was visible inside the centre. Young people saw someone leading who understood parts of their journey from the inside. Staff were asked to take seriously a form of judgement that did not come only through professional training or external expertise. The boundaries he set, and the decisions and priorities he carried, had a different kind of weight.
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	THE DIFFERENCE IN PRACTICE
	An organisation’s achievements are never attributable to one individual. But Mustafa’s leadership took Velos Youth into new chapters and directions that I do not believe would otherwise have emerged.
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	THE WORK AROUND THE TRANSITION

	WHAT WE HAD TO LEARN  BETWEEN US
	The transition required Mustafa and me to learn how to work across different experiences, references and assumptions.
	We did not always read situations in the same way. Sometimes we brought different expectations about how decisions should be made, how direct disagreement should be, how much explanation people needed, or what kind of leadership a situation required. Those differences had to be worked through rather than ignored.
	In our case, the transfer needed time. It unfolded through conversations, disagreements, handovers, meetings, silences and moments of uncertainty.
	What helped was making space to reflect together, name what was difficult, ask what each of us was carrying, and keep returning to the question of what the organisation needed next.
	Some of this was personal. Some of it was cultural. Some of it came from the different positions we had occupied in the organisation.
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	HAVING TO PROVE MYSELF
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	LEARNING TO TRUST MY JUDGEMENT
	At Velos, ‘lived experience leadership’ was not created simply by giving me a title. It was enabled through trust, patience, mentorship, and a genuine willingness to share power.
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	building the conditions

	WHAT MADE THIS POSSIBLE
	Mustafa and I reflected together on what made this progression possible. He brought the talent, judgement and lived understanding needed to lead well. But individual capability alone could not shift organisational authority. Velos Youth also had to create the conditions in which his leadership could be recognised, exercised and sustained.
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	IN PRACTICE

	Questions to carry into practice
	These questions are for organisations, leaders and teams that want people with lived experience to move beyond contribution and hold meaningful authority. They may also be useful for people with lived experience who want to assess where authority sits in the organisations where they work, especially if they are stepping into leadership or feel their insight is welcomed while their authority remains limited.
	They are not intended as a test of whether an individual or organisation has the “right” values or motivation. They are prompts for noticing where authority sits, what makes leadership progression possible, and what may need to change if lived experience is to shape the work itself.
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