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Over the next few years an inevitable transfer of leadership will occur in many 
legal aid programs. Current new and younger legal aid advocates will likely 
take the reins of these programs. Are legal aid organizations ready? The Cen-

ter for Legal Aid Education recently concluded a fifteen-month leadership institute 
for new leaders. We, the first graduates of the Leadership Institute, share our insights 
on the challenges of cultivating leaders and offer suggestions on how to minimize 
these challenges so that legal aid organizations may better prepare for the transfer of 
leadership.

We neither advocate changes in the substantive legal aid provided to the low-income 
community nor attempt to engage in a dialogue about which methods of practice would 
make a stronger legal aid delivery system for the underserved. Rather we argue that 
leadership development and preparation for the transition of leadership are a neces-
sary component of effective organizational evolution. In encouraging the growth of 
new leaders, legal aid organizations face these problems: 

n	 Legal aid leadership is limited to those with positional authority; some newer would-
be leaders must partner with current leaders to advance projects or agendas.

n	 Inflexible hierarchical legal aid structures inhibit the development of new  
leadership.

n	 Top-down priority setting prohibits involvement from the frontline legal advocates.

n	 Some senior managers who “have paid their dues” are unwilling to give up status or 
power to newer advocates.

n	 Some current legal aid management lacks the skills necessary to develop new  
leaders.
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n	 Legal aid organizations are unprepared 
for an inherent and impending change 
in leadership.1

We discuss each of these problems and 
propose some solutions.

I. 	 Overview of the  
Leadership Institute

In September 2006 our group of legal 
aid advocates participated in the newly 
formed leadership institute, a course 
taught by the Center for Legal Aid Educa-
tion. The institute’s mission is “to create 
a broader, more experienced and diverse 
pool of leaders in the New England legal 
aid community, both in managerial and 
advocacy roles.”2 Twelve fellows were se-
lected because of their leadership roles 
within their individual programs and 
the legal aid community. The premise of 
the institute’s purpose is that leadership 
can be taught and learned. The institute 
would supply us with the tools to develop 
us into leaders.

The fifteen-month institute comprised 
in-person and online training in aware-
ness of and skills in the core values of 
leadership as identified by a regional 
design team convened by the Center for 
Legal Aid Education. We were paired with 
mentors who would support our develop-
ment. As an immediate and practical way 
to develop skills, each fellow was asked 
to create a leadership initiative—an indi-
vidual leadership project that the fellow 
would design, analyze, and implement. 
Fellows proposed such initiatives as de-
signing services to worker centers, creat-
ing an unpaid wage clinic for day laborers, 
increasing a program’s disability access 
advocacy, and promoting the power of 
and participation in a fledgling tenants’ 
union.

At the beginning of the institute, we an-
ticipated that the challenges to develop-
ing our initiatives would come from out-
side our own organizations or stem from 
our lack of experience. Over time, how-
ever, many of us discovered that obstacles 
within our own organizations posed the 
biggest challenges. We had not anticipated 
that the initiatives would become tools by 
which to “test” the flexibility and open-
mindedness of our leadership structures. 
We had not realized that the initiatives 
would serve as a lens through which to 
view our own potential leadership growth 
within each of our organizations or as in-
dicators of how much we, as advocates, 
would be permitted to effectuate change. 
Many of us were quite surprised by the ob-
stacles we faced in attempting to advance 
our initiatives and become leaders within 
our own organizations. As the institute 
progressed, we realized that we shared a 
sense of frustration in the current state of 
leadership and leadership opportunities 
in New England legal aid programs.

After reflecting on our experiences at 
our organizations and drawing up a list of 
common obstacles across programs, we 
decided to share our thoughts with our 
mentors, who were both management 
and nonmanagement attorneys. Appre-
hensive about how our message would be 
received, we were pleasantly surprised 
by the response and frustration of these 
more-senior attorneys. Many of the men-
tors understood well the culture and flaws 
described—if not by having experienced 
them themselves, then by witnessing the 
barriers newer advocates had faced in 
their organizations. The list of obstacles 
below reflects not only our experiences 
and observations but also those of more-
senior attorneys who looked critically at 
their own internal organizational flaws.3

1Note that while this manifesto reflects the majority opinion regarding some of the obstacles to effective leadership 
development in legal aid, not everyone experienced every problem discussed. Let us not attribute particular problems to 
particular organizations but see them as a bigger problem that the whole legal aid community must resolve.

2Center for Legal Aid Education, New England Leadership Institute, Leadership Institute Mission (2006) (in our files). This mission 
resulted from New England legal aid organizations’ priority setting, and a committee of managers and staff designed the 
leadership institute.

3A related issue not taken up here is the distinct impact that these problems have on attorneys of color. Not taken up 
here either are the challenges unique to attorneys of color who desire to move into leadership positions. Some of the 
challenges and solutions proposed here may help alleviate some of these concerns, but a more detailed exploration of 
the challenges faced by advocates of color is warranted. See also David Hall, The Challenge of Diverse Leadership in Legal 
Services, in this issue.
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II. 	 Obstacles to Leadership 

In implementing our initiatives we faced 
obstacles from within our organiza-
tions due to our organizations’ inflex-
ible structure and lack of a forum for new 
leadership. Some of us received full sup-
port; others met barriers such as these:

n	 Minimal or no reduction in caseload 
was allowed.

n	 Initiatives that might alter the current 
internal structure or substantive work 
were not supported.

n	 Fear that an initiative would fail 
prompted withdrawal of support.

n	 Employment security was threatened.

n	 Organizations denied knowledge of 
project initiatives, though discussed 
and preapproved.

n	 Initiatives were undermined or dis-
credited.

n	 Initiatives were shut down for lack of 
open communication from manage-
ment.

n	 Fellows were not allowed to lead the 
initiatives they created.

With organizational support came suc-
cess; those who faced barriers often met 
delay and, in some cases, failure. By the 
third retreat, we began to question the 
stark differences among our organi-
zations. When program managers ex-
pressed concerns about a fellow’s project 
design or goals, the fellow reworked the 
initiative to meet them. Many projects, 
however, were delayed or derailed not 
because they were unsuitable or unwork-
able but because of our own organiza-
tions’ barriers—resistance to change as 
manifested in a lack of support for the 
initiatives or a lack of any response, pos-
itive or negative, to proposals. Some of us 
got the message from our organizations 
to “be a leader, but don’t do anything that 
meaningfully changes the organization’s 
structure,” or “be a leader, but don’t rock 
the boat.”4

A. 	Leadership Limited to Those with 
Positional Authority

In discussing the successes and failures of 
our initiatives, we identified a common-
ality: our initiatives were unsuccessful 
when our organizations did not endorse 
our initiatives to allow us to exercise any 
kind of leadership in our organizations 
without being in management. We found 
that to exercise leadership without hold-
ing positional authority we had to obtain 
the support of someone in management. 
Some of us “partnered” with managers 
and, with that support, were able to push 
our projects forward. However, those 
who could not find a “partner” within 
management were often stuck. The real 
problem for fellows was not that we were 
not in positions of “management” but 
that the structure in many legal aid or-
ganizations requires the participation 
of someone in a management position 
to move an agenda or initiative forward. 
Needing to partner with leaders to move 
an initiative, newer advocates who fail to 
obtain a partner may fail to develop as 
leaders. This forced partnership denies 
would-be leaders the opportunity to lead 
and be creative on their own. This per-
ception gave rise to feelings of being too 
restricted, untrusted, and underutilized. 
Senior advocates often refer to the cre-
ative advocacy they undertook when they 
entered legal aid; newer advocates are 
resentful that we do not have the same 
chance to pioneer, succeed, or fail as 
those who came before.

B. 	 Inflexible Hierarchical Structures 

Decades ago many legal aid organizations 
developed organically from the efforts 
of a small group of inspired individuals. 
Now many programs are organized hier-
archically: staff attorneys and paralegals 
are on the “front lines,” providing the 
direct client contact and advocacy, while 
managers and midlevel managers are 
ranked above these frontline personnel 
to run the organizations. Within this hi-
erarchy, many of the organizations’ origi-
nal members or those original members’ 
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4For a discussion of further barriers that are inherent in the structure of some legal aid organizations and that hinder 
affirmative advocacy on behalf of poverty communities, see Ross Dolloff, Rediscovering the Organizations We Worked to 
Invent— How to Build an Environment and Culture that Support Affirmative Advocacy, in this issue.












