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Executive Summary
Migrant-led organisations (MLOs) play a vital role in advancing racial justice, community resilience, and social innovation across the UK. Despite their deep community roots and demonstrated impact, these organisations remain underfunded, undervalued, and structurally marginalised within civil society ecosystems. This policy brief draws on insights from Afro Innovation Group and ten partner organisations in Leicester and the Midlands to explore how systemic funding practices undermine the organisational development, leadership sustainability, and strategic influence of MLOs.
Our findings show that while funders increasingly recognise the value of “lived experience,” this recognition rarely translates into structural investment or decision-making power. Migrant-led organisations face persistent barriers to accessing core funding, leadership opportunities, and long-term partnerships, limiting their ability to build resilience and deliver transformative impact. Nevertheless, these same organisations are developing adaptive, community-rooted strategies for sustainability — from peer-led governance to alternative finance models.
To ensure the long-term viability of migrant-led social change, we must move beyond the grant. This requires funders and policymakers to rebalance power, fund organisational infrastructure, and co-create new frameworks for equitable partnership and trust-based funding.

Section 1: The Problem
Despite their frontline role in supporting some of the UK’s most marginalised communities, migrant-led organisations (MLOs) continue to face exclusion from mainstream funding, leadership, and infrastructure systems. These organisations are typically founded and managed by individuals with direct experience of forced migration, racial injustice, and systemic discrimination. However, they are often regarded as small, temporary, or high-risk entities. At the same time, they are expected to deliver services without receiving adequate investment in their organisational development or governance capacity.
Data from NPC (2024), Voice4Change England (2023), and sector equity audits consistently show that Black and minoritised community-led organisations receive a disproportionately low share of strategic and core funding. This is exacerbated by short-term project funding cycles, bureaucratic application processes, and an overreliance on evidence frameworks that undervalue relational, trust-based work. A 2024 survey by the Pathway Fund of 1,000 Black and ethnic minoritised-led organisations found that 76% reported having funding rejected because of their race or ethnicity, with 55% stating they would not trust or approach social investors.
Migrant-led organisations are further constrained by a “capacity discourse” that problematises their internal systems while ignoring the historic underinvestment that caused these challenges. Many reports are expected to meet mainstream compliance and evaluation standards without access to infrastructure support or strategic development opportunities. This reinforces dependency and restricts innovation. At the same time, funders increasingly draw on “lived experience” narratives to demonstrate inclusive values. However, this inclusion is often symbolic. While Migrant-led leaders may be consulted or profiled in campaigns, they are rarely positioned to shape policy agendas or manage significant funding portfolios.
In short, the current system creates a paradox: On one hand, migrant-led organisations are recognised as essential, but on the other hand, they are not resourced, trusted, or supported to lead. This chokes their potential to scale, collaborate, and shape systemic change across civil society.

Section 2: What We’re Learning – Key Findings from the Field
This brief draws on interviews, roundtables, and participatory inquiry with Afro Innovation Group (AIG) and ten migrant-led partner organisations in Leicester and the Midlands. The following interrelated findings reflect wider structural dynamics that limit the organisational development and leadership capacity of migrant-led organisations (MLOs):
1. Structural Underfunding Remains the Norm
Despite high levels of community demand, most Migrant-led organisations report being trapped in cycles of short-term project funding, with limited access to unrestricted or core grants. Even when programmes are successful, sustainability is rarely guaranteed. This reality makes it difficult to retain staff, build systems, or plan for growth. “Funders love the outcomes but won’t fund the organisation.” – Programme Director, AIG Partner

2. Symbolic Inclusion, Limited Influence
Lived experience is increasingly recognised at a narrative level but not embedded into decision-making structures. Migrant-led organisations are often invited to speak, but not resourced to lead, shape funding strategy, or co-design programmes.
“We’re visible but not powerful.” – CEO, migrant-led youth charity
3. Gatekeeping and Capacity Discourses Persist
Many Migrant-led organisations report being excluded from funding due to perceived lack of scale or compliance infrastructure. Nevertheless, the same systems withhold the resources needed to build that infrastructure, which reinforces exclusion and dependency.
4. Innovation Happens at the Margins
Faced with systemic exclusion, MLOs are developing creative strategies, including peer governance, in-kind resourcing, inter-organisational capacity sharing, and small-scale earned-income models. These practices often go unrecognised by funders, despite offering resilient, community-driven alternatives. 
In fact, these findings point to a funding system that values delivery but resists investment in long-term organisational strength. Unlocking MLO leadership requires a shift from funding outputs to funding capacity and from inclusion-as-image to inclusion-as-power.

Section 3: Policy Implications
The challenges facing migrant-led organisations (MLOs) are not simply about funding scarcity. They reflect how funding systems are designed, who holds power, and what kinds of knowledge and leadership are legitimised within UK civil society. Despite their proven role in supporting marginalised communities, Migrant-led organisations remain on the edge of decision-making structures, treated as delivery agents rather than strategic actors. This is not due to a lack of capability, but a result of systemic design flaws in the way funding and support are distributed.
Many current funding models:
· Prioritise scale and formal infrastructure over relevance and trust
· Expect compliance without resourcing capacity
· Embrace lived experience rhetorically but exclude it operationally
· Focus on short-term project outputs at the expense of organisational resilience
As a result, Migrant-led organisations are asked to deliver ambitious social outcomes without the governance support, capital infrastructure, or time to plan for sustainability. This not only undermines impact but also reproduces inequalities in who gets to lead, shape agendas, and build legacy. To address this, policymakers and funders must recognise that organisational development is not optional but strategic. Investing in leadership pipelines, governance reform, and long-term core funding for MLOs is not a favour, but it should be a prerequisite for equitable, resilient social change. System change will not come from project grants alone. It requires redistributing power, redesigning partnership models, and redefining what ‘capacity’ means in a diverse, post-pandemic civil society.

Section 4: Recommendations
To unlock the full potential of migrant-led organisations (MLOs) and address structural inequity in civil society, funders, policymakers, and infrastructure bodies should act on the following priorities:
1. Fund Organisations, Not Just Projects
Provide long-term, unrestricted or core funding to build infrastructure, leadership, and governance. Consider multi-year investment partnerships to support stability and strategic planning.

2. Redesign Eligibility Criteria
Rethink compliance and “readiness” standards that exclude Migrant-led Organisations from mainstream opportunities. Develop alternative assessment tools that recognise community accountability, not just institutional formality.

3. Embed Lived Experience in Decision-Making
Move beyond tokenistic consultation. Resource MLO leaders to sit on funding panels, influence programme design, and shape strategic priorities at governance level.
4. Invest in Leadership and Organisational Development
Create targeted programmes to support succession planning, HR systems, digital infrastructure, and peer-led governance within MLOs. Strengthen networks that amplify migrant-led leadership.

5. Shift from Competitive to Collaborative Funding
Support place-based or thematic collaboratives of MLOs to co-design funding frameworks, share capacity, and influence policy. Value relational working and shared infrastructure.

6. Build Trust-Based Funding Relationships
Reduce bureaucratic burdens, streamline reporting, and prioritise dialogue over compliance. Trust is not a by-product, but a foundation for transformational partnership.
These steps require courage, humility, and long-term commitment. But the reward is clear: a civil society where migrant-led organisations are not just included but resourced to lead.

Section 5: Methodology & Sources
This policy brief draws on qualitative research conducted as part of a Doctorate in Business Administration (DBA) at De Montfort University, in partnership with Afro Innovation Group (AIG) and ten migrant-led organisations across Leicester and the Midlands.
Data was gathered through:
· In-depth interviews with 18 leaders and staff across MLOs
· Focus groups with community board members and peer volunteers
· Participatory workshops on funding challenges, leadership pathways, and strategic planning
· Document analysis of funding applications, strategy plans, and internal evaluations
The findings were validated through peer learning sessions and reviewed in collaboration with research participants to ensure relevance and accuracy. Key sector insights were also triangulated with external sources, including reports from NPC (2023), Voice4Change England (2022), CommonCall Fund, and the VS6 Partnership.

Section 6: About the Authors & Contact
This brief was developed by Evariste Tshindio, a doctoral researcher at De Montfort University, and Director of Afro Innovation Group (AIG), as part of an ongoing DBA research study titled: Building Financial Resilience: Strategies for Achieving Financial Sustainability in Nonprofit Organisations Serving Marginalised Communities. It is grounded in lived experience, practitioner insight, and collaborative inquiry with 10 migrant-led organisations working across Leicester and the Midlands.
For more information, partnerships, or access to full research outputs, please contact:
Email: leicester1@afroinno.org
Website:    www.afroinno.org/advocacy-policy
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