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A. Introduction
The unfolding COVID-19 has caused profound and immediate crisis 

and disruption, but also response and innovation within the YMCA, 

and across the communities we serve globally. In the past few 

months, we have collectively witnessed the onset of the Next 

Normal: a period of new and immense uncertainties.

This Next Normal is requiring us to make adjustments to our lives in 

ways that are uncomfortable, painful and in a manner that most of 

us have not experienced. In these unprecedented circumstances, our 

best response is to summon the greatest reserve we have our 

collective selves and our collective wisdom.
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Message from the President and Secretary General
Dear YMCA leaders, members and friends, 
 
We are pleased to present to you the first Playbook emerging from the lessons brought by the COVID-19 crisis, 
Resilient YMCAs: Leaders Talks Series Key Insights. 
 
As some of you may recall, the World YMCA’s Executive Committee adopted our COVID-19 Emergency Response 
Strategy in March 2020, which is built on main pillars:  .Resilience  . Recovery  .Reimagination. Each pillar 
was built to support YMCAs during the then perceived phases of the crisis: Spreading Pandemic and Remission, 
Successful Containment and Recovery. 
 
During the first phase of the crisis, World YMCA provided a digital space to connect YMCA members and leaders 
and to boost the morale of the movement. One of the many initiatives was the Resilient YMCAs Leaders Talks 
Series, aimed at exploring ways of walking this unusual path together, using the learnings and concrete 
experiences of each other to build our collective resilience.
 
The talks brought together world-class speakers from our YMCAs, civil society organisations, private sector, 
academia and top dignitaries from the United Nations. We decided that with the magnitude of disruption we 
were facing COVID-19, it was important to look outward  and challenge our current operating and business 
models. We deliberately invited several external speakers for this series, leaders in their communities and in their 
field, and all experts in crisis management and recovery. As well as practical tools and concrete action steps, they 
also inspired us to support YMCAs on their journeys of resiliency.
 
Today, we still have vivid memories of the Leaders Talks and the connections forged between us, our comments 
and our advice to each other and now we are pleased to launch this Playbook as the outcome of our collective 
efforts to journey together and learn from each other. 

We acknowledge that the participants of the talks and their respective YMCAs are at different levels of needs and 
positioning. Some YMCAs are more severely affected than others. Others have the internal resources to pivot and 
readjust their trajectories and strategies easily. However, the Leaders Talks connected all participants through a 
resolve to come out of the crisis stronger than before. 

Resilience is the ability to resist a shock and become better. We learnt that: 

“Being a resilient organisation is a continuous goal. We cannot reach the point where we say ‘we are resilient 
enough’. It’s a process deeply embedded in the organisational culture. We can all strive to get closer to it, but we 
all have to keep working hard every day in order to keep us on the path of Resiliency.”
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This Playbook is a collection of lessons learnt and questions raised on how to remain on-business throughout the 

crisis. Being resilient opens more avenues to become game changers in our communities. As a resilient 

organisation does not operate in isolation, it is important that we look at our immediate ecosystem and support 

its organisations in their own path to resilience. It is by working collaboratively with our stakeholders that we 

increase our own impact and jointly develop our communities. 

As we continue to battle with COVID-19, we know that the road to full recovery will be long and full of 

uncertainties. The pandemic has brought huge disruption in our societies,  three main divides as mentioned by 

Otto Scharmer in his presentation: Ecological Divide (using more resources than the planet can provide in the 

long run), Social Divide (massively increasing inequalities), Cultural-Spiritual Divide (disconnection between self 

and future potential). 

In spite of these difficulties we will continue to nurture our members and leaders. We will continue to empower 

young people to act as front liners to address the pressing issues our communities are facing and to inspire all of 

us to adapt to change and drive the adaptability of our YMCA. 

 

We have heard over and over during these talks that YMCA is a trusted global brand and such recognition 

demands that we continue to build our resilience in adapting to the rapid changing needs of society, with special 

attention given to the needs of young people.

We wish to thank all our speakers for their great insights and espousing our mission and our vision for a just and 

inclusive society. 

Special thanks to the World YMCA staff for their tremendous effort in organising the Leaders Talks and this 

Playbook. Finally, we owe this Playbook to the Leadership Curators team. All our gratitude to them for their 

listening, analytical and synthesis skills.

We are because you are and together we stand strong and shall overcome. 

Patricia Pelton
President

Carlos Sanvee
Secretary General 

 4

Leaders Talks Facilitators



The Resilient YMCAs: Leaders Talks have brought together over 1,000 leaders from our entire movement, 

as well as globally-renowned speakers representing all continents and a wide array of sectors from the 

private sector, civil society, media, academia, international organisations and governments. They shared 

incredible insights to help steer us through the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. As we all face the test of 

resilient leadership, more than ever before, we need to listen, reflect and return to some key learning 

elements. 

As we listened and were inspired by the Talks, we realised that we have a wealth of knowledge which 

needs to transcend the Zoom webinars. This is why the World YMCA convened a global Leadership 

Curators team with representatives from all Area Organisations. After closely following the talks, the team 

has extracted key learnings and insights to support the YMCA to become a more resilient organisation. 

The aim of this Playbook is to:

What to Expect from this Playbook
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6 Leadership Curators

6 Leaders Talks

6 Weeks

18 
Speakers 1000+ Global participants

12 People involved in the 
co-creation of this Playbook

We would like to thank the Leadership Curators team for their service and incredible work, as well as 

staff, who have made this publication.  We hope and trust that this Playbook will be useful for senior and 

young YMCA leaders across the world as together we face the pandemic and its effects in our 

communities.

> Constitute a collective reference point of the key learnings and insights from the Leaders Talks;

> Provide guidance to YMCA leaders in pursuing their ‘resilience’ journey;

> Provide reflections on how leaders can steer their movements and make them change-makers in 

their communities in time of crisis;

> Provide a common learning space for all in navigating the crisis and becoming proactive in case of a 

second pandemic wave, a remission or any other global crisis. 



Our Speakers
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Leslie Johnston
CEO, Laudes Foundation

Rev. Sipho Sokhela
National General Secretary,

South Africa YMCA 

James Chau
Host of The China Current & 
World Health Organization 

Goodwill Ambassador

Jill Ellis
Former Head Coach, United

States Women National Soccer Team and 
the Winningest Coach in U.S. Soccer History

Elisha London
CEO, United for Global

Mental Health

Raj Kumar
CEO, Devex

Barbara Grantham
President & CEO,

CARE Canada

Cynthia Germanotta
President & Co-Founder,

Born This Way Foundation

Otto Scharmer
Senior Lecturer at MIT and

 Author: “Leading from
 -the Emerging Future” 

Dr. Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus
Director General

World Health Organization

Ms. Amina J. Mohammed
Deputy Secretary-General of the United 
Nations and Chair of the United Nations

Sustainable Development Group

John “Gucci” Folley
Former Lead Solo Pilot Blue 

Angels, Keynote Speaker and 
President of John Foley, Inc.
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Da-eun Yang
National Council of YMCAs of Korea (NCYK)

Christine Ntim
Chief Marketing Officer,

Global Start Up Ecosystem &
Forbes 30 under 30

Mike Federle
CEO Forbes

Peter Nassir
National General Secretary,

East Jerusalem YMCA

Kevin Washington
President and CEO, Y-USA

Jayden Parsons
Youth Mental Health Advocate,

YMCA Australia

Claudia Aparicio
Co-Founder of Growth X &

Managing Partner of Singularity 
University Colombia

Hugh Taggart
Global Chair for Risk and 

Crisis Management - Edelman

Jonathan Reckford
CEO, Habitat for Humanity

Antonio Merino
General Secretary/CEO

Latin American and Caribbean 
Alliance of YMCAs

Sheana Tambourgi
Strategic Advisor, Quoint Switzerland

Denise Hatton
Chief Executive,

YMCA England & Wales
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Seven Attributes of a Resilient YMCA
As COVID-19 has shaken our movement to its core, we have come together to reflect, listen, learn and share our 

experiences. In times of crisis, our organisations are tested and stretched to their limits, often with challenging 

consequences both for our teams and our communities. This brings into question the resilience of our YMCAs 

during such crises. It calls on us to reflect deeply on the actual attributes which can make a YMCA resilient when 

facing hardships. 

Being a resilient organisation is a continuous goal. We cannot reach the point where we say “we are resilient 

enough”. It’s a process deeply embedded in the organisational culture. We can strive to get closer to it, but we all 

have to keep working hard every day in order to keep us on the path of resiliency. 

What then are the attributes that we should focus on in our development journeys as YMCA organisations to 

make us resilient? Here are our proposals:

1. Adaptability 

Needs
Organisations do not have needs. People have needs. And an adaptive YMCA is able to address those needs in 

an agile way, shifting its course when the situation requires in order to remain a relevant partner in the 

community. Speed, acceptance of change, relevance and agility are key for an organisation to become truly 

adaptive. An adaptive and resilient YMCA is always building scenarios and can quickly change its plans when the 

needs are shifting.

Spaces
A resilient organisation is one that is capable of quickly transitioning from physical to digital, having a strong 

presence in both spaces at all times. It is a digitalised organisation which uses new technologies to make its work 

more efficient and to engage better and more often with its stakeholders. It is also capable of continuing its core 

activities while fully adapting and prioritising physical or digital spaces in times of crisis. 

People
A resilient YMCA is a caring YMCA. It cares for its team and for its community. It puts people first and addresses 

their needs. Wellbeing and balance for all, from leadership to volunteers, is a priority embedded in its 

organisational culture, both in the office and in the digital space. A caring YMCA practices and encourages 

compassionate leadership at all levels, starting from the individual level. 
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2. Continuous learning organisation
Learning is a lifelong journey for both individuals and organisations. The moment we stop learning, our 

organisation is headed in the opposite direction to resilience. A resilient YMCA continually develops an 

organisational culture of learning at all levels. All team members learn from each other irrespective of rank and 

experience. Individuals are actively encouraged to develop their knowledge, while teams learn from their 

experiences and openly assess both success and failure. Externally, the YMCA looks at other organisations not as 

competitors but as learning partners. Finally, the community is able to learn from the YMCA and the YMCA from 

the community, maintaining a continuous loop of co-development.

In a world trending more towards localisation, a resilient YMCA is tapping into its worldwide network to take a 

coordinated approach to understanding and grappling with what is happening on the global stage, both inside 

and outside the movement. A resilient YMCA is capable of anticipating societal changes and trends, bringing to 

the local community advanced global insights and approaches.

3. Co-creation approach
Sometimes the best results emerge from collaborative processes where knowledge is shared and an outcome is 

created together. A resilient YMCA actively engages in co-creation activities with its team as well as its partners, 

beneficiaries, policymakers and other stakeholders. The resilient YMCA can be both a facilitator and beneficiary 

of co-creation processes.

4. Mission and values alignment 
Values are the roots of an organisation, making it especially important for us during these turbulent times to 

stay anchored and true to them. While we can be fully flexible in our approaches, we can never negotiate our 

values. A resilient YMCA both promotes and defends our values in the community, with love and compassion. 

A resilient YMCA knows very clearly WHY it exists and the nature of its social CAUSE, WHO it serves and HOW it 

advances the cause. 

5. Constant communication
Both in times of crisis and in less turbulent times, a resilient YMCA is strongly visible in the community. It 

communicates both online and offline in a continuous and transparent manner, being fully open about its 

services and any challenges or changes. It maintains open and structured channels where the community can 

engage with the YMCA. At the same time, it ensures that internal stakeholders are always kept up-to-date and 

are actively involved in organisational processes. 
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6. Game changer in society / innovation-focused
Despite any difficulty, a resilient YMCA is focused on innovation, identifying the most impactful and timely 

solutions for community challenges. This leads to the YMCA becoming a game changer in society, even during 

a crisis, with the capacity to adapt and offer or create the space for optimal solutions. 

7. Empowering stakeholders
A resilient YMCA is focused not just on making itself resilient, but also or even more so on empowering young 

people and the communities we serve to become resilient. We are all together in the journey of resiliency and 

the YMCA is a bridge and facilitator for its stakeholders, which include partners, public institutions, volunteers, 

staff and leadership. 

www.ymca.int
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Lessons on Resilience
For the last 175 years, the YMCA has spearheaded inclusive transformation in communities around the world 

with particular emphasis on young people. Our movement is a collective body of over 11,000 local YMCAs and 

is perceived as a nonprofit organisation that creates an essential social impact. The YMCA has demonstrated a 

rich history of responding to the most pressing needs emerging in our communities, emphasising solutions 

based on justice and peace, including during some of the most severe global crises of modern history.

The COVID-19 pandemic has pushed us to realise that the world is now at a critical juncture of history. No one 

can ignore the persistent inequalities and injustice faced by the vast majority of people worldwide, especially 

young people, elderly, women and marginalised communities. This pandemic effectively laid bare the 

inequalities and systemic racism perpetuated through the years, creating opportunity and wealth for a minority 

with ever increasing disparity and inequality for the vast majority, resulting in poverty, economic, social, health 

and climate injustices. On a daily basis, more than half of the people in the world have to choose between a 

doctor visit and a daily meal. 

According to the UN, we are dealing with three interrelated crises: a health emergency, a humanitarian crisis and 

a socio-economic crisis, with an underlying tone of global inequality. More than just a health issue, this 

pandemic threatens peace and stability and our common future. 

1
In the 19th Century, the YMCA was founded as a response to a socio-economic crisis as the First 

Industrial Revolution changed our world forever. When crises appear, we often hear people asking: How 

are we going to get back to our normal life? This is not the right question. Instead we need to ask 

ourselves and our organisations: How do we reinvent ourselves in the light of the crisis? How do we 

reposition ourselves as a Movement? The priority is not to think about how to Bounce Back. Rather, we 

need to focus on how we are going to Bounce Forward when we emerge from this crisis.

2 We have to be religious about our principles and values but flexible in our strategies and tactics. 

11

Key lessons of the crisis

3
It is key to understand that we are living at a moment of disruption when we do not know how the new 

reality will look. There is a large and growing gap between the past and the future. We need to 

understand that we are on a journey that honors the accomplishment, complexity and challenges of the 

past while working towards a future where lessons of equity, social justice and inclusion are woven into 

the foundational core of everything we do.

The recent six sessions of the Resilient YMCAs: Leaders Talks provided some key insights:
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4
There is a need to create a global learning infrastructure now. We need to imagine our journey forward 

based on our values and reimagine our economies, democracies and communication systems. The 

YMCA should address these issues with a global mindset: global health security, global cooperation and 

a global educational system. As the YMCA, we should work with people of all backgrounds and cultivate 

trust

5 Our priority must be that YMCAs are more resilient to the shocks that are coming and will continue to 

come. We need to prepare ourselves for the transition from an emergency response to long-term 

recovery. There will be an increase of demand for our services in our communities across the board.

6
Perspective based on system thinking will lead to resilience. Transformational change (awareness-based 

system change) should deal with all four levels of a system: sources (identity), thoughts, structures and 

symptoms. 

7 We are called upon to encourage transformative change that needs to be distilled into the system right 

at the beginning so we do not return to the status quo.

8
This crisis offers the YMCA a great opportunity to be bold in shaping the future for our youth, as they are 

not only the leaders of tomorrow; they are also leaders of today.

9
The YMCA must focus on inclusivity, compassion and kindness. Organisations do not have needs, people 

have needs – the job of organisations is to meet the needs of the people. Partnerships with different 

players in the community such as businesses, local government, churches and ecumenical 

organisations, are crucial for the YMCA. Strategic partnership is more important than ever and it 

promotes visibility of the YMCA, raising awareness in the community. 

10 Leaders who are self-aware take care of themselves (their mental, physical and spiritual health) and are 

better able to lead and make decisions.

11
Young people need to be empowered to develop a sense of adaptability and resilience in anticipation 

for rapid and continual change. The YMCA should nurture this key attribute of being able to adapt and 

shift course quickly

12 Young people should be seen as equal partners in the learning and development process in all our 

activities. The principle ‘nothing for them, without them’ should become fundamental.



Characteristics of a Resilient YMCA Leader
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The COVID-19 pandemic changed the world and how organisations operate within a matter of weeks. 
A crisis of this magnitude, which severely and negatively impacted organisations  called for resilient 
leaders to lead the way forward. The Resilient Leaders speakers shared important insights on key 
resilient leadership characteristics:
Resilient Leaders:

Continuous learners
A resilient leader draws lessons from a crisis and continuously strives to do and be better. This crisis 
has demonstrated that the opportunity and need to do better has never been more clear. It is 
important that leaders apply the lessons learned from this crisis when moving forward.
Leaders of resilient and timely organisations need to learn in real-time, and adapt the organisation 
accordingly. It has become absolutely clear that adaptability is a needed characteristic of a resilient 
leader. The world is changing quickly – in order to adapt and stay relevant, leaders need to be able 
to pivot quickly and generate motivation to do the same quickly. Constant reflection, learning and 
the ability to adapt quickly are the way to resilience.

Relentless communicators
Many speakers echoed the importance of effective and constant communication. Communication 
with your team and with those who your organisation serves – relentless communication especially 
in times of crisis. Communicating effectively through times of crisis involves:
     > coaching
     > sharing updates continuously 
     > inspiring a path forward 
     > inspiring hope
It is important that a leader creates a connection with the team to ensure they feel valued. 
Touching in at an individual level is crucial. Reinforcing roles is also important to communicate. 
When a person clearly knows and embraces their role, teams are more successful. Now roles of 
people in your teams can be shifted. To ensure people are ready to contribute to the benefit of the 
team, they need to have willingness to do what is necessary for the success of your team.

Mike Federle (Forbes CEO) shared that the number one thing you can do as a leader is to be a good 
disseminator of information. We need to be better connected, to have networks of people      
connecting around the world and address issues or interests that they share in common. 

> Are Continuous Learners

> Are Relentless Communicators

> Have a Self-care Focus (mind, body and spirit)

> Have an Inclusive Mindset 



Our values, new needs of people and the ecosystem, virtual reality, need in new mindset -- make us 
think about reviewing our services, approaches, actions and methods. This is the time to turn 
reflections into relevant actions so to be even more meaningful to youth and to communities

Reviewing our services

14
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YMCA needs to be a platform through which we can initiate those conversations and dialogues 
because of our power to convene the leadership thoughts and develop leadership among 
ourselves.

Self-care focus 
During the Leaders Talks, the importance of self-care, even for organisation leaders, was shared 
broadly. Leaders should look after themselves, especially their mental health. We should 
emphasise the importance of mental health in all we do. This includes ensuring the promotion 
of self-care amongst our teams and stakeholders. 

Inclusive mindset 
The speakers also shared the importance of having an inclusive mindset and approach as 
leaders. In practice, this translates to being able to inspire optimism and hope within your 
teams, ensuring a diversity of voices are heard and understanding why it's important. Part of 
this is being able to differentiate the short- and long-term requirements of your organisations.
Some key takeaways that fall under this category include:

1. Never confuse faith that you will prevail in the end with confronting the brutal facts of
    reality in the short-term;
2. It’s critical that we bring in diverse views which includes having diversity on boards,
    especially regarding young people and more senior people;
3. The purpose of organisations is to create happiness and not to create wealth.

We do believe that YMCA is the only global grassroots network 
in the world and that forces us to respond with a sense of 
urgency to this global catastrophe, which makes the poor and 
the vulnerable suffer more by being left behind and uncared for. 
(Da-eun Yang, National Council of YMCAs of Korea (NCYK)



C.  Overcoming Turbulent Times

Several Leaders Talks speakers underline the importance of pushing our boundaries now more than 
ever, listening actively, watching openly, being curious and creative. This is not a reason but rather an 
opportunity to reinvent ourselves as a movement to become a powerful change maker in the new 
post-pandemic society.

Winston Churchill said:  “Never let a good crisis go to waste” 

15

The crisis shows how important it is to stick to our 

mission and values, to implement them in crisis 

situation, to act with love and human spirit, to serve 

people. 
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Mission and values 

Integrating the lessons of the crisis for adapting to the 
New Normal 

“Love will always overcome hate and justice 
will prevail” (Peter Nasir, National General 
Secretary East Jerusalem YMCA)

“The YMCA should and must play a critical role in economic 
inclusion and making sure people are able to go back to their formal 
economy...we certainly have to look at comprehensive strategies 
where we partner with the government and corporations to develop 
local and national strategies because we will see a huge 
shift”(General Secretary/CEO Latin American and Caribbean 
Alliance of YMCAs)
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New Way of Thinking
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This is a time when every single day we need to reflect and acknowledge what we have learnt. Our 
strategic plans may not be as relevant these days so we need to urgently revise them. We have to ask 
ourselves:
     What are the new needs of people and our stakeholders? 

     What are our capacities and what are we great at? 

     Who are the partners and stakeholders ready to support us? 

     What are we doing now? 

     What are the trends that we should be aware of? 

 The YMCA needs to develop its capacity to become more anticipatory in what we communicate to the 
world and also in how we act to resolve issues within and outside the community.

You can not understand the system 

unless you change it. (K. Lewin)

You can not change a system unless 

you transform consciousness 

(mindset). Otherwise the same people 

will create the same problems (even if 

you have changed the structures);

You can not transform consciousness 

unless you make a system see and 

sense itself.”

(Otto Scharmer)

Developing a clear focus on the key constituency of the YMCA: the young people. Young people 
were already predisposed to vulnerability before the onset of COVID-19. Now their needs are 
greater than ever and the YMCA should be there to both anticipate and respond to those needs. 

Situational awareness is very important. There is a need for clear data and finger-on-the-pulse 
approach on the situation of constituents where the YMCA is present, and to have a clear picture on 
how to take action when needed.

Adaptability and willingness to work with and thrive within new and uncomfortable realities is 
crucial.
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We must admit that the new normal is mostly 
virtual. We have been preparing ourselves for 
the digital future for several years. Such a future 
has reached us within a couple of months, and 
now we have to be proficient in this part of life 
as well -- we have to be at the forefront. We 
need to review our services and the way we 
deliver them as many people will not return to 
their habitual way of life quickly.

www.ymca.int

Digital reality

We need to look different. Virtual global platforms for young people are needed so we can 
raise and amplify the voices of youth and support them in finding solutions for the issues 
they are facing. It’s time to find serious and successful digital solutions both for our 
internal processes and for our work with our target groups.

“The virtual presence is a way to connect people to 
us and to each other. Partnering is important in this 
sphere. We see that investment in virtual platform is 
a key to success for the recovery process” (Kevin 
Washington, CEO Y-USA)



This is not the time to put a pause the work on the SDGs. Because of the crisis, many problems have 
become even more relevant and urgent to solve: mental health issues, climate change, inequality, 
disconnection, unemployment, etc.
The SDGs can be categorised into three areas. The first 10 are really around the social divide, the next 
five are around the environmental divide and the last two are around the disconnection between self 
and nature, and deeper spiritual divide so we have peace and partnerships
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We can see it as a new pyramid of a person’s 
needs (created by Abraham Maslow) but 
serving to illustrate the needs of the planet or 
as YMCA triangle speaking now not only 
about holistic development of a Person but of 
the global society.  We called to do 
innovations and infrastructures not only on an 
organizational but also on a societal level in 
terms of new learning infrastructures, 

new democratic and governance 
infrastructures and new economic 
infrastructures that shift our economy from 
ego to eco. From egosystem awareness to 
ecosystem awareness. When you look at food 
and firm we move from industrial 
monoculture which is the mother of most of 
our environmental problems to organic 
agriculture and food that's because it's 
reducing the negative footprint.
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Sustainable Development Goals Review

“I think we are moving towards healing planet and 
people, we see that the Corona pandemic has brought a 
massive shift into the direction of strengthening hyper 
localising of our food cycles, through innovation and 
mission driven enterprises made possible by sustainable 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) finance” Otto 
Scharmer Senior Lecturer at MIT author “Leading from 
the Emerging Future”. 
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New Eco-system and Learning Infrastructure

In his inspiring talk, Jonathan Rockford 
invited us to constantly communicate with 
the YMCA stakeholders, even more so 
when we are in ‘crisis mode’. 
Otto Scharmer encouraged us to create a 
school for transformation as 
transformative change needs to be distilled 
into the changing system right at the start 
in order not to return to the status quo.

This kind of pandemic situation is going to 
continue and this type of disruption will keep 
appearing so what we need to learn is how to 
respond to a situation like this.
Gandhi said that the enemy we fight is not the 
other person but the old structures. So when 
you fight an old structure you need to imagine 
and find a new role for the existing power 
holders.

If there is something that this crisis reveals to us all it is that this system of managing the world's 
resources creates chaos, disorder and all sorts of non-desirable effects: poverty, injustice, climate 
disorders, emigration, mental health illness, and the abuse of women, girls, boys and immigrants.

Raj Kumar invited the YMCA to address these issues with a global mindset: global health security, 
global cooperation, and a global education system. He invited us to work with people of all 
backgrounds and cultivate trust.

Communicate 
with the YMCA 
stakeholders

Address these issues 
with a global mindset

Create school 
for 

transformation

Cultivate trust

Creation of a 
global learning 
infrastructure



Partnering with Business
Does YMCA partner enough with business locally and globally? Are they our partners or target 
groups? Do we work together to tackle issues of youth inequality and climate change? Does 
YMCA practice social entrepreneurship model well and enough? Is this social 
entrepreneurship possible in online life? 

Developments in the business sector are also important for us to follow. We are seeing the effects of a 
system that has prioritised profit over people and nature and that is not sustainable. Philanthropy is not 
going to save the world. In fact, philanthropy in its best form can be a catalyst to try to accelerate the 
work of civil society, the private sector and government to address these challenges.

Our goal in this sense should be to support brave action that can both inspire and challenge industry 
to harness the power for good because we believe that industry can be a powerful lever for societal 
change.

We believe that if you can influence the flow of capital in the system, you can change behaviour of the 
various actors in the system, so that, for example, business and markets not only mitigate climate 
change but also eliminate inequality.
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“It can help to come back to the mind of our founder 
George Williams. Crisis enforces innovation and new 
visions. YMCA was founded in the moment of crisis” 
(Sipho Sokhela, South Africa YMCA National General 
Secretary)

The lifeline that will probably keep our movement going in the 
future is that the government has provided a scheme which 
will help pay 80% of staff that we need to furlough.. the 
government will pay them 80% of their salary so that they can 
come back to work as we emerge from this crisis. (Denise 
Hatton Chief Executive, YMCA England & Wales)



Importance of communityn has risen although era of individualisation 
continues; 

1

Working from home as a new culture appeared. We as an organisation 
creating numerous jobs, caring about ecology, mental health should 
take into consideration; 

New Trends

2

Inequality has increased, new vulnerable groups appeared, people 
have lost their jobs. At the same time those who needed but couldn’t 
work and study from home before because of low culture of online life, 
received such an opportunity. The crisis opened this door to many 
people with disabilities, parents with small babies, etc.

3
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Climate change matters. This urgent issue was moved by COVID-19 to 
the “backstage” but it doesn’t mean that it disappeared.  COVID-19 has 
showed that new patterns of behaviour might appear quickly in case of 
the crisis and fear of death: online work and study, sanitary norms, new 
way of greeting each other, absence of any travel, etc. This is an 
example how we should perceive climate change and how we need to 
develop and promote new patterns of behaviour. ·  

4

There are other trends and learnings that should be taken into consideration during reflection and 
creating new reality:
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YMCA as a Game Changer in Society 

The current strategy centres on the World YMCA supporting the efforts of YMCAs around the world by:

      >Strengthening the capacity of national movements to respond to social issues;
     > Advocating globally on issues affecting young people in collaboration with, and on behalf of
        YMCAs;
     > Representing YMCA at the global level with key stakeholders, UN bodies, ecumenical
        organisations and other civil society partners; and
     > Coordinating YMCA emergency response efforts.

YMCA believes in the unlimited potential of young people to use their ideas, talents and voice for the 
greater good. YMCAs around the world share a commitment to empower young people – from 
childhood to young adulthood – with the support they need to reach their potential and create a better 
future for all.

 As was said by Raj Kumar, CEO, Devex “...YMCA’s mission and 
vision are well defined, the governance is at its best, the main target 
group is well identified (YOUTH), as well as the problems (mental 
health, unemployment, poverty and immigration/emigration). The 
tactic is to cooperate with large and similar organisations and 
associations, to gather resources and reinforce needs in order to 
bear fruit. In order to be a game changer, the YMCA is invited to 
propose global solutions, global cooperation, global solidarity and 
global health security.” 

Let’s be alert to what the global leaders see as the main strategic priorities and tactics to impact the 
new reality. How can the YMCA be a game changer in society at this time, better impact communities 
and positively influence our new reality?

The highlights from the Leaders Talks are accumulated to answer the key strategic questions: who, 
what, how, with what capacity. 
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This is high time to focus on mental health protection of young people as the COVID-19 reality brings 
the issues of isolation, digital autism, social distancing, etc. 

www.ymca.int

Who?
Youth and vulnerable groups

The target group is clearly defined as young people. They are perceived 
not just as beneficiaries of YMCA’s services but as the change makers 
capable to identify and tackle the issues of local communities.

Almost all speakers noticed that the special attention of YMCA should be 
brought to vulnerable groups of communities as they have limitations to 
reach their potential. 

Taking into consideration the changes that are happening in the world 
nowadays (the world is becoming smaller, COVID-19, isolation, mental 
health, unemployment, digitalisation and online reality), what new 
challenges are vulnerable groups meeting now; what are their new 
needs? 

What new vulnerable groups have appeared because of these changes? 

What?
Mental Health. Unemployment. Justice

“We need to respond to mental health issues now 
individually, nationally and globally. There are so many 
more people now struggling with mental health, may be 
for the first time, that this topic should be introduced for 
masses. Every government should launch national 
public mental health education now” (Elisha London, 
CEO, United for Global Mental Health) 



“It is fine if we do not have the answers and we can sit and co-create them” (Amina 
Mohammed)

The idea of strategic partnership, bringing efforts of different actors was underlined almost every 
speech of the global leaders. If former activities or methods do not work anymore, it is high time to 
create new ones. 

“Any sort of innovation will help, connecting and education are crucial” (Amina 
Mohammed)

So, the role of YMCA can be in creating Community Hubs where youth, other generations, all 
interested players of communities come together for identifying issues and creating innovations. 

Co-creating spaces and 
collaboration

Empowering youth Emergency support

Digitalisation and online tools Being the voice of youth

As well as the issues of mental health, unemployment problem has raised during the COVID-19. Justice 
in all level and as a part of systems should be established. 
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“We need to understand that issues of mental health, 
unemployment, gender violence are growing for young 
people now. We need to address them putting together 
all the tools available, helping them now and after”. 
(Ms. Amina J. Mohammed United Nations Deputy 
Secretary-General)

How?
Areas mentioned

1. Co-creating spaces and collaboration
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“Community is an expression of your love and care; it is not 
only about people you know” (James Chau, Host of The China 
Current & World Health Organization Goodwill Ambassador) 

2. Empowering youth
It is not possible to move the organisation forward if the engine of YMCA is not working properly. So 
empowering and supporting youth as leaders of their own lives, communities and the globe should be 
the priority. Their holistic development, entrepreneurship spirit, mental health, ability to transform 
communities should become key areas of their growth.  

3. Emergency support
In time of a pandemic it is crucial to meet the urgent basic needs of people across the world. Different 
speakers were describing numerous cases how they do it. Here are the key examples:
> Emergency fund;
> Food security; 
> Economic support  (subsidies to pay rentals to vulnerable groups, for example);
> Community health (psychological support, anti- domestic violence programmes, etc.);
> Blood donations;
> Supporting medical workers; 
> Informational support.

4. Being voice of youth
Importance of advocacy campaigns, raising the voice of vulnerable groups was mentioned by many 
speakers. This is one of the ways we can influence decision-makers and direct the funds to those who 
are in need. This is the way of cooperation, when we as an NGO working in the field, communicate the 
real needs of people.

“We need to create a special space, “a container”: with deeper level of connection 
and co-creativity, bringing stakeholders who need each other to change the 
system, to connect them, creating environment for them to create changes” (Otto 
Scharmer)

www.ymca.int
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5. Digitalisation and online tools
“The world is becoming a much smaller place.” (Raj Kumar, CEO, Devex)
One of the reasons for this is the swift jump towards being constantly present online. Before 
COVID-19, we believed we had become more mobile, we could fly to meet each other and distance 
was not a big issue because of technology. Now we are saying that distance almost does not matter at 
all because we are holding most of our meetings online. We could not have imagined how much is 
possible in an online reality, even a few months ago. 

With what capacity? 
“If the world is becoming smaller, how does that impact our work?” Raj Kumar, CEO, 
Devex
To be able to create impact, we need to change ourselves: our thoughts, our structures, skills set in 
teams, our processes. 
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To respond to the disruptions we need to orient ourselves to the future, not to the past. If we 
orient ourselves to the past (Make America Great Again) it creates freeze reactions of Mind, 
heart and will: Ignorance, hate, fear. If we turn towards and lean into the emerging future even 
if we don’t know what, it will open capacities of the mind, heart and will: courage, 
compassion, curiosity. We need to find and prepare leaders with transformational literacy and 
capacities: with courage, compassion and curiosity as core skills.
 
We need to create a transformational system which can see and sense itself, 
which has conscious people with new set of mind” (Otto Scharmer)



…This is the first time that the world as one is fighting the 
same fight together!
What a great opportunity to seize and to attempt to be 
right there on the decision-making table so to make sure 
that we do not go back to the status quo! (Jonathan 
Reckford, CEO Habitat for Humanity)

Our global presence
The global presence of the YMCA is a key value proposition and our biggest strength is that we are local 
and at the same time global; we are a global movement that's local everywhere. It is, ironically, also our 
biggest potential weakness. Why? Because one of the key challenges of the YMCA is to centralise 
certain important and immediate goals and themes and make sure that they all stay relevant within the 
local context. This notwithstanding, the capacity and reach of the Global YMCA movement is needed 
as we move into the rebuilding phase post-Covid.

27
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Adaptability and change
We live in the times when a single decision can truly accelerate your reach, your growth and your 
impact.  The most powerful people of the future are not going to be the strongest or the smartest but 
the ones that are adaptable and ready for the change. Therefore, a single decision that underlines or 
accentuates the mindset of adaptability and readiness for change is a key ingredient towards success, 
and there is precedence from the experience of Forbes Magazine. This reality calls for YMCA leaders to 
take to being active coaches, adapting the role of coaching, coaching and more coaching as a way of 
life.

Opportunity in crisis
There is always opportunity in crisis – and YMCA leaders are implored to find ways to make changes 
and move towards these opportunities. The COVID19 crisis has ignited a lot of new innovation and new 
thinking  and an appetite for new ideas. It has also created a valuable opportunity for leaders in the 
YMCA to reflect on what role we can play as a movement at this time. This is time for all of us to pause 
and reflect on what our role is, what this means for us and how this inspires our own actions. It is an 
opportune time to take important and far reaching decisions while considering such key questions as, 
for example, whether we really need to travel as much as we do or whether we really need to buy 
single-use plastic.



This time, therefore, there is a sense of a crucial dichotomy of action:  the role of personal responsibility 
and our role for more proactive activism. One key opportunity is that if you live in a country that has a 
fairly well functioning government, it may be time to consider starting or enhancing a push on policy 
makers and influencers to effect policy so that policy works for the people it supports and at the same 
time respects nature. One important piece of advice to remember is to “be religious about your 
principles but flexible in your tactics” (Jonathon Reckford).
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We also need to be empathetic to the needs of young people and 
remember that they are worrying about their jobs in particular, and 
generally about the future. For this reason, we need to engage 
young people in shaping what it should look like going forward and 
do so by creating and convening spaces  that address important 
issues like that of mental health and well being. 

Youth - our strongest constituency
One of our key constituencies of strength is our young people. 
There is a huge wealth of leadership and capacity from our youth 
and to permanently engage with them is going to be essential.  
Within the United Nations, for example, there has been incredible 
leadership from young people and as such there is deliberate 
effort to travel in this journey together.  A key learning from the 
success of the UN is to actively engage young people within key 
leadership roles and to encourage and support innovations that 
we see put on the front line. One potent example from the UN is 
the Solidarity Fund, a lot of which has been put together by 
young people as innovators,  to get innovative ways of leveraging 
resources for the WHO and for the frontline workers.

It is about the people, essentially
In the larger context of COVID-19 and the resulting economic, humanitarian and health crisis, it is 
important to note that in the greater scope of things, it is not about the World Health Organisation or 
the UN or other institutions. It is fundamentally about the way we have been living. The COVID-19 
threat is not just to health alone.

www.ymca.int
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It is a threat to peace, security and future. Leaders need to understand that people and institutions will 
respond and react differently to the situation. However, perhaps the most important quality any 
pioneer actor should adopt, and essentially so the YMCA is the heart to place good human relations at 
the core of response to the crisis. Leaders in the YMCA therefore need to ensure good human relations 
by taking steps to protect members, staff and creditors from the effects of COVID-19 as much as 
possible. Leaders also need to set up structures that ensure we are communicating well and 
communicating early on the steps being taken in times of the crisis.

Ultimately, the way forward is to keep people’s 
spirits up and to focus on youth. This is our 
niche, this is what we do best: we connect 
more young people than anybody else in the 
world.



Towards the end of the Leaders Talks series, we asked participants to share their key insights and main 
takeaways from the webinars. We received over 100 very valuable contributions from YMCA leaders 
across the world. In this paper, we have captured the perspectives of the Leadership Curators. Let’s 
now explore the perspectives of participants through a few excerpts from the Leaders Talks Survey 
Analysis Report:
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An analysis of the results shows that the most important topics have become key themes. The 
importance of building active communication at different levels. The need to maintain 
communication within YMCAs and between them, which in turn will promote cooperation. The 
importance of the quality of communication, its characterisation and focus were also highlighted 
by the participants. For example, regular, empathic and strategic communication related to the 
YMCA mission will be very effective in achieving its objectives.

D.  Learning Outlook: Leaders Talks
     Survey Highlights

www.ymca.int

"What are the three most important things you have learned from the Leaders 
Talks?”

Awareness of similarity of problems, desire and vision of the necessity of cooperation between 
YMCAs became extremely important. Connection of YMCAs with each other will help to 
strengthen organisations by learning from each other, assisting and supporting each other. The 
more cohesive the organisations are, the more the impact of the global and local YMCAs. 
Participants also noted that partnerships are highly relevant both within and outside the YMCA 
environment.

Adaptation and the call for change. Respondents pointed out the topic of adaptation to the crisis, 
changes in the structure of organisations, procedures and forms of work. Rapid reaction to 
changes, internal and external readiness for changes and awareness of its real necessity. The 
importance of finding new ways and opportunities for the organisation and its members. Also, 
the development of personal flexibility and ability to manoeuvre in a changing world.
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Searching for financial support and financial security. The necessity of sound financial 
management and practices. We need to generate good ideas and good ways to share knowledge 
about income generation, sound financial management and the right investment. We need 
financial management skills to be able to handle all the challenges ahead. 

"What knowledge and critical questions do we need to have and address today 
concerning the pandemic response and future YMCA strategy?"
 
The critical knowledge and questions of leaders in today's situation, according to the participants, are 
as follows:

We need more trusted sources of information about the virus and its features for security reasons. 
We need a better understanding of the COVID virus so we can understand how to keep our staff, 
members and community safe. Health is most important, as well as providing a safe space for our 
employees and members.

Many questions will arise around social issues, especially on depression and mental health 
problems. Support youth-led programmes, mental/emotional health, provide accessible resources 
for mental health. What is the mental condition/situation of young people being isolated? Mental 
health issues need to be addressed vigorously. What are the psychological problems for young 
people that we will have to face after this pandemic?

At the local to local level, using communication such as digital tools, group work and outreach. 
Two local YMCAs can set up an exchange programme to share results and experience.

"How can we best share the key learning outcomes, throughout the YMCA 
movement?" 
 
The main options are as follows:

Materials from the Resilient Leaders Talks. Make a presentation to help leaders share what they've 
learned in small groups with their teams. Summarise the presentations to one paragraph on a 
slide and post it. Make a guide book on this leadership learning.

Use social networks like WhatsApp groups for national and local YMCA leaders. Online platforms, 
shared reports, recommendations and discussion groups. Continue to share the videos and post 
on social media. Use a combination of many methods (webinars, online and face-to-face 
meetings, training, mentoring and coaching, virtual hubs, etc.) over different time periods.
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Give free access to the webinar recordings or share a collection of teachings/resources from the 
six sessions to those who participated. Then those who participated can use the information 
within their communities, YMCAs and networks.

The World YMCA could create a virtual learning and resource hub for all member YMCAs to access. 
This resource and learning hub would provide levelled and specialised training programmes (Eg. 
marketing techniques, health & safety, camp programming, etc.) as well as additional resources 
for local YMCAs to run their businesses sustainably. 

Align World YMCA - national YMCAs - local YMCAs.

Create a YMCA COVID-19 response committee at each local YMCA and a national coordinating 
team at national level.

Globally through holding more of these online sessions, establish bigger networks and 
connection opportunities not just for executives and management, but for all levels of 
employment. Organising e-conferences with mutual topics of interest.

Use a portal such as the World YMCA COVID-19 Hub which collects best practices and stories. 
Share best practices of mental health outreach in YMCAs for young people, with a dedicated 
community of practice in this and other areas.

We continue to encourage participants to actively share information in relation to the Leaders Talks in 
an online format in various ways. New ideas have been presented, such as the creation of a resource 
centre and the creation of YMCA COVID-19 response committees. Overall, we see that the most 
effective avenue for the transfer of knowledge and experience remains from local organisation to local 
organisation. And within the context of the local -- through key leaders.
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