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Why Catalyst Exists
“Young adults today are faced with an uncertain and complex 

future which holds unprecedented challenges for individuals, 

communities and organisations. Catalyst’s mission is to develop 

resilient, creative and authentic leaders and change agents - 

people who are capable of navigating through change, authoring 

their own lives and co-authoring the future.” 

Kanada Elizabeth Gorla and Johannes Moeller, course leaders

Catalyst is designed around the concept of the “twin trail”, which focuses on the 

two paths of leadership: the inner path of one's own self-development –     

deepening as a human being; and the outer path of action - having effect in the 

world. The 5-day residential Catalyst course runs 4 times a year in winter, spring, 

summer and autumn. 

"Catalyst is an exceptional programme. It connects young people 

to the world, each other and their own leadership potential." 

Jean-Paul Jeanrenaud, Director, One Planet Leaders, WWF International.

Catalyst is delivered by Embercombe – a charity, social enterprise and 

leadership and sustainability centre of inspiration located in South Devon. 

Catalyst sits at the heart of Embercombe’s mission to ‘touch hearts, stimulate 

minds and inspire committed action for a truly sustainable world’.

 

Catalyst provides young adults with the opportunity to:

Gain authentic leadership and change 
agent skills

Develop a clearer understanding of self and 
direction

Enquire into sustainable living 

Build capacity to take action and meet 
uncertainty with creativity & resilience

Meet and learn with a like-minded yet diverse 
group of people



Catalyst Course Flow
Catalyst follows a U-shaped process. The journey is multi-layered and multi-dimensional, built around experiential learning and informed by 

principles of whole systems thinking, authentic leadership, the dynamics of change and the power of creativity.

Preparing
Before the course begins, participants 

formulate some of their burning questions and 

explore how they got to where they are now.

Connecting
Connections are made with what’s 

going on in the wider world, with other 

people, with what is really important 

to participants and with the earth that 

sustains life. 

Discovering
New discoveries – insights, courage, 

inspiration, clarity of direction, skills, 

capacities – enable participants to craft 

new ways of meeting old problems.

Diving
Participants explore their strengths & 

weaknesses, entertain their visions & dreams, 

challenge their assumptions, discover & 

transform what holds them back from having the 

effect in the world they are capable of. 

Deepening
After Catalyst, participants deepen their learning 

through optional peer-mentoring and further 

modules which build on this foundational course.

Launching
Participants harvest their learning, celebrate their 

achievements and make some choices. Discerning how 

to integrate their new skills and insights as they step 

back into their lives, organisations and communities.

Testing
Testing is an adventure and a reality-check. 

Participants prototype their discoveries and test 

their learning back in real life situations.

Arriving
People get to know the place, share their stories 

and learn to see leadership in new ways.



Catalyst Course Elements

WAKE UP
Participants gather for physical activities to 
become more present, awake, and aware. 
Activities include martial arts, yoga, tai chi 
and running.

MEALS
Delicious organic food from the land of 
Embercombe – harvested just a few hours 
before it is served up.

1-TO-1 WORK
The 1-to-1 coaching sessions enable partici-
pants to focus on what Catalyst is really about 
for them, to help them gain direction and to 
ensure they make the most of the week and 
beyond. 

PLENARY
A daily gathering of the whole group. An 
introduction of the theme of the day, a space to 
check in, key theoretical input, discussions, 
exercises and small group work.

PEOPLE
Participants, course leaders, guest 
speakers, contributors and helpers form a 
diverse group  and an inspiration for each 
other, speaking authentically about their 
own experiences, and what they have 
learned about life, change, and 
contributing to the challenges of our time.

CHALLENGES
Every day there is a challenge. These activities 
are invitations for participants to enter the 
unknown and learn from their own experience. 
Through meeting reality as it is and reflecting 
on it without judgement, participants learn the 
skills needed to be their own teacher and 
guide. 

ON THE LAND
These activities feed into the exploration of 
sustainability, and are related to meeting some 
real, basic needs – working in the gardens and 
woodlands. The activities provide a space for 
reflection, continuing conversations, and 
digesting the content of the sessions.

PLACE
Embercombe is a beautiful 50-acre small-holding 
and educational centre at the edge of Dartmoor – 
with woodlands, meadows, orchards, market 
gardens and low-impact conference facilities 
including 2 yurt villages – a perfect place to ask 
some of life’s bigger questions.

CREATIVE SPACE
The evenings are part of the course.  
Some evenings are organised in advance, 
some arise spontaneously initiated by the 
participants themselves. It is a creative time 
where storytellers and musicians may visit 
and the night conversations begin.

BASE CAMP
The larger group forms into smaller teams 
called basecamps; and every evening 
these teams come together to compare 
notes, express any concerns and distil their 
learning from the day. 

MENTORING
Catalyst alumni play a formal role in the 
programme and are present throughout to 
support participants in any way they can, 
drawing on their experience of Catalyst as 
well as their organisations and communities.

NIGHT SPACE
For many people, night-time is one of the most 
creative, productive, and clear spaces for 
contemplation. And a chance to sleep out in 
the wild for those who wish to take up the 
invitation. 



What Catalyst Alumni have said

leadership and resilience
"Catalyst is a course like no other! I've learnt that a small group (even an individual for that matter) can make as big a 

difference as they want to. Everyone possesses leadership qualities - it's all about valuing yourself. I feel so much more 

confident after Catalyst.” (Abhinav, participant, April 2011)

“All the experiences made me a leader of myself which has given me the confidence to lead other people.” 

(Jailin Argent, participant, September 2011)

self-awareness and direction
"One of the biggest revelations that emerged throughout the course was that I am in control of my own life and 

attitude. I feel like I have the internal strength and resources to make a difference in my life and in the lives of 

others.” (Isis Wolf Light, participant, September 2011)

“The personal development work was such an eye-opener; and very necessary in this day and age. I learned an 

immense amount.” (Rosa Bloomberg, participant April 2009)

sustainability and action
“I feel a deeper connection to the natural world and the part I play in systems. This connection means I feel more 

driven to take - and inspire - positive action to make projects and organisations more sustainable and ethical.” 

(participant, July 2011)

“This week has without a doubt changed my life and the way I view myself. It has allowed me to feel new confi-

dence and strength in myself. I feel like I can go out in the world and make an incredible difference.” 

(Hannah, participant 2011)


