
	
     

NEW WAYS TO INVEST IN COMMUNITIES: 
ALTERNATIVE FUNDING MODELS & EXAMPLES1 

 
 

ALTERNATIVE MODELS EXAMPLES 

1. Flow Funding 

2. Community-Based Decision-Making 

3. Funding Individuals 

4. Micro Grants  

5. Rapid Response Grantmaking 

 

 

1. FRIDA – The Young Feminist Fund (Canada) 

2. Culture & Free Thought Association (Palestine) 

3. Urgent Action Fund (US, Kenya, Colombia) 

4. The Pollination Fund (US) 

5. Dalia Association (Palestine) 

6. NGO Development Center (Palestine) 

7. Edge Fund (UK) 

8. NorthStar Fund (US) 

9. Global GreenGrants (US) 

10. Southern Partners Fund (US) 

11. 	Community Foundation for N. Ireland  

12. RSF Social Finance (US)	 

13. WikiMedia (US) 

14. Connect US Fund (US) 

																																																								
1 We thank contributors to the examples list for providing detailed descriptions about their work on 
the ground, which offers insight into what funders value and prioritize in working in/with communities. 



	
Model 1) FLOW FUNDING 

 
Flow Funding is a great approach for empowering leaders closest to great ideas and initiatives. A 

well-positioned individual or organization can channel resources to the right people at the right time. It 
is a model of giving where the donor entrusts money to a ‘Flow Funder’ to distribute as they wish. You 
let the social innovators, activists and community leaders you choose guide the grantmaking, trusting 
that they will be able to discern how to use the money for the most transformative effect. While 
occasionally the Flow Funder is an organization, most commonly they are individuals. 
 

You may give the Flow Funder the money directly, to an organization, a fiscal sponsor or to an 
individual. Or you can ask for the flow funder’s recommendations, and you distribute the money 
accordingly. You can provide a time frame during which the money needs to be disbursed, or keep the 
timeframe flexible. Instead of requiring proposals and strict guidelines, you might let the Flow Funder 
‘gift’ the money to grantees and keep parameters on who to fund very broad. This approach builds on 
the approach’s ‘gift giving’ values. 
 

◆  Flow Funding can empower leaders and build trust. 
 

◆  When given to community leaders, you redistribute power back to the people on the ground 
doing the work, strengthening that community’s key influencers and infrastructure. 
 

◆  Helps reach new groups at the right time. Social innovators, visionaries, and grassroots 
activists are often the best positioned to identify key players and windows of opportunity. They 
can direct money to people, communities, and projects you would not have found on your own. 
 

◆   Reduce administration. When given in a gift-giving spirit, with little paperwork and no 
proposal, these grants free you, Flow Funders, and grantees to focus on deeper change work. 
 

◆  Can challenge you to expand your vision. If you have a strong attachment to a particular 
outcome or goal, a Flow Fund may challenge you to be flexible with your vision. A Flow Fund 
requires you to be able to embrace the vision that emerges from the Flow Funder. 

 
What are the limitations and challenges of Flow Funding? 
 

◆   Depends on knowing strong leaders that you trust. Flow Funding means taking time to 
identify and get to know leaders in the field. The strength of your flow funding is largely 
dependent on the strength of the individuals chosen to be flow funders. 
 

◆   Requires you to let go. This approach requires that you trust in the process. Flow Funders 
need to learn their own lessons about what makes a project viable or effective. 
 

◆   Can reduce accountabilities. When money is given as a gift, you don’t have control over 
how it is used. This can open new possibilities, and there is also the danger that the money be 
will used for purposes other than expected. 

 



	
Model 2) COMMUNITY-BASED DECISION MAKING 

 
Community-Based Decision-Making invites community members join your funding decision-

making team. They help decide what is valuable for their own community and ultimately what to fund. 
Other names for this grantmaking style are participatory grantmaking, peer-review grantmaking, 
community funding and activist funding. 
 

◆ Community-Based Decision-Making can enable the people who live a community’s challenges 
every day to direct funds to the most effective and important work.  Often community leaders 
know what their communities need and can identify high impact projects and individuals long 
before someone who is not from the community. 
 

◆ Build leadership capacity within communities.  When community leaders are at decision-
making tables, their voices are strengthened, and their contacts and skills grow and new 
relationships and collaborations emerge. 
 

◆ Harnesses the talents/resources of diverse communities.  When the playing field is leveled, 
there is more room for creativity and genius to emerge. 
 

◆ The community can navigate its own landmines. Funding changes power dynamics and it is 
important to have guides who understand the community’s history, culture and personalities. 

 
What are the limitations and challenges of Community-Based Decision-Making? 

 
◆  Contributes to corrosive power dynamics within communities by increasing the power of 
particular community activists. Invite individuals who are well respected by those you serve. 
 

◆  Takes more administrative and coordination staff time.  Offering an orientation and having 
clear agreements about time commitments and processes can help streamline the work. 
 

◆  Feel confrontational and lead to loss of control.  Making decisions together invites 
conversations about race, class and privilege, and all are required to stay open to the process 
and loyal to the core values. 

 
If there is a desire for community input, but you don’t want to establish a full Community-Based 

Decision-Making model, consider engaging Community Advisors in the giving process. Community 
Advisors are trusted allies who provide input, guidance and expertise to the fund. These individuals may 
be grantees, or they may be other community leaders, experts, researchers, or creative thinkers. 
Community Advisors can also be your eyes and ears on the ground, having their hands on the pulse of 
what is emerging within a specific community or field. 
  



	
Model 3) FUNDING INDIVIDUALS 

 
Funding Individuals can be a high impact and deeply rewarding approach.  If the individual is just 

starting out, you can provide support as they turn creative energy into form. If someone is already 
successfully on their path, you may help re-energize them at a critical moment. 
 

◆ Reach the world of cutting edge visionaries, innovators, writers, artists. 
 

◆ Support the millions of more informal networks that are bubbling below the surface of the 
organizational landscape and seeding innovation. 
 

◆ Allows you to tap unrecognized work and gives you flexibility to fund individual needs. 
 
A few innovative ways that you can use this approach include to: a) give awards to honor someone’s 
past work; b) pay for a paid vacation to recharge; c) fund tuition for skills advancement; or d) give to an 
individual who will use it to benefit a community. You can support change-makers focus on THE work, 
not the paperwork.  When you know someone is doing great work, and you provide a “no strings 
attached” gift, you free them to focus their creative energy. 
 
What are the limitations and challenges of Funding Individuals? 
 

◆  Higher risk. Organizations have reporting and accounting systems in place for a reason. 
Choose recipients carefully, so you can feel confident money is used wisely. 
 

◆  Keep your donors from taking advantage of tax law. Donations made directly to an individual 
are not tax deductible to the donor, unless they are given through a tax-exempt organization 
(acting as a fiscal sponsor for that person’s work). Recipients may also need to treat the gift as 
taxable income, and account for it accordingly. 
 

◆ Lead to miscommunication. You may be tempted to keep the money exchange informal, and 
this is a great approach if your gift has no strings attached. But if you expect certain outcomes, 
write these up. A simple one-page contract outlining deliverables and a one-page final report can 
eliminate bad feelings after money has changed hands. 
 

◆ Divert resources from movements. Social movements play an essential role in change-making. 
Movement-building organizations provide a sustainable commitment to important issues and 
strategies for the long-haul, and their infrastructures are often under-funded. If you fund 
individuals, consider balancing that with supporting the organizations that provide the backbone 
of support for the movements those individuals are championing. 

 
While generally foundations can give to individuals, check with legal counsel for any restrictions before 
setting up your program. Set up a specific fund program that targets individuals, such as an awards 
program. You might consider also providing non-monetary support, such as grantee leadership and 
communications training or sponsoring relationship-building networking events. 
 



	
Model 4) MICRO GRANTING 

 
Micro Granting is an important form of giving. It is low risk and reaches and can inspire lots of 

people, and is a clear message that someone believes in them. With this approach you give small 
(“micro”) grants to organizations or individuals, usually from $100-$2,500. 
 

◆  Micro Granting can move money to people quickly and easily. Sometimes you need a fast, no 
hassle approach that will meet people’s immediate or small-scale needs. 
 

◆  Plant lots of seeds to see what flourishes. Micro Grants, when given out to many people 
getting initiatives off the ground, can help you identify and develop fields of potentiality by seeing 
which projects thrive and which fail. 
 

◆  Reduce risk. When you give a large grant to an initiative that isn’t ready, you can 
inadvertently create havoc. A Micro Grant, rarely harms people’s lives. 
 

◆  Lend credibility and boost confidence. Sometimes funding isn’t about money at all. When you 
provide someone funding, you are endorsing their work. A small check may motivate someone 
to take their next step. And it may give your grantee credibility in critical communities. Once 
you’ve taken the risk, often others follow. 
 

◆  Nimble money can help movement builders and campaigners, who often have unexpected 
needs for meetings, travel and equipment, and are a great vehicle for seeding small-scale income-
generating projects. Income-generating projects can consider building a partnership with an 
organization that is working to address root causes of poverty in the same communities. 
 

◆  Experimentation and emerging ideas, funding entrepreneurs in a start-up phase with few 
strings attached. The small amounts of money lessen any down side of taking risks associated 
with supporting experimental work. 
 

◆  Simple acts of goodness. Separated from the pressure to deliver on a lofty goal, with Micro 
Grants, you can also play with supporting small projects or simple acts of goodness that add 
value to a community, or even a handful of people. 

 
The possibilities for using this approach are endless. Generally, look for activities that can create a 
desired impact with small and nimble infusions of money. 
 
What are the limitations and challenges of Micro Granting? 
 

◆  Administrative burden. Sometimes a $50 grant can be as time consuming to process as a 
$100,000 grant. 
 

◆  Fail to have the desired impact. Sometimes, when micro grants are provided in a vacuum, 
they do not produce anticipated results. Be sure your Micro Granting strategy is part of a larger, 
more comprehensive strategy for change. 

 



	
Model 5) RAPID RESPONSE GRANTMAKING 

 
When a crisis or opportunity arises that requires resources on a more expedited basis, a 

number of funds can accept, review and respond to grant requests within 5-7 days. Generally, requests 
are for projects that are time sensitive, unanticipated, relate to the safety and security of an activist or 
organization, or don't fit into other regular grantmaking schedules. Projects must be time-bound and 
focus specifically on a fund’s priority areas of concern. 
 
A collaborative initiative of funders commissioned an analysis of their 10 years of rapid response 
grantmaking and shared their lessons learned: 
 

◆  By providing fast, flexible funding, a rapid response program can fill the gaps in unforeseen 
opportunities by providing NGOs with the resources necessary to achieve their goals without 
having to radically restructure their strategic plans.  
 

◆  An independently-administered rapid response program can direct small projects away from 
larger foundations so they can use their comparative advantages and focus on long-term 
planning.  
 

◆  Rapid response grants fill an immediate gap to take advantage of an unforeseen policy 
opportunity. It may be a one-time opportunity, but it also may signal an issue area of growing 
importance that could require sustained support. .  
 

◆  Rapid response enables funds and their partners to achieve a quick win on one of the 
community’s priorities.  

 
They determined the key ingredients in an effective rapid response program: 
 

◆  Criteria should be neither too broad nor too narrow. An open and expansive rapid response 
mechanism can make it difficult to link strategic grantmaking goals. A rigidly narrow mechanism 
will fail to take advantage of the unpredictability and fluidity of contested spaces.  
 

◆  Organizations sometimes need small grants and sometimes need grants rapidly. These needs 
are not always overlapping. Be very clear about what you are offering. 
 

◆  It is important to recognize that an unforeseen window of opportunity is not the same as an 
unplanned one. 
 

◆  Staffing is crucial, and it is ideal to designate a full-time staff person to rapid response. Thus, 
the staff person is not only functioning in a responsive mode but is also exploring opportunities 
and eliciting engagement from groups on the ground. 
 

◆  The application, review, approval, notification, and reporting processes of a rapid response 
program must be light and user-friendly for all parties. 

 
 



	
Example 1) FRIDA: The Young Feminist Fund (Canada) 

 
FRIDA was created by young feminist activists, their allies, the Association of Women’s Rights in 
Development (AWID) and Central American Women’s Fund (FCAM), and from young women, girls and 
trans youth involved in diverse global feminist movements. The core values of flexibility, resources, 
inclusivity, diversity, and action reflect FRIDA’s analysis, purpose, and vision. Its intention is for the fund 
to eventually become an independent institution. 
 
FRIDA uses a model of participatory grantmaking in which activists who apply for grants decide together 
who will receive funding - the first application of this model in a global context. FRIDA’s funding model is 
designed to fuel emerging leadership, respond dynamically to the rapidly changing on-the-ground realities 
of the most impacted communities, offer transparency of both process and outcomes, shift traditional 
power dynamics in philanthropy, and function as a hub of learning and knowledge development for 
broader feminist and philanthropic communities. The groups are not only participating in the decision 
making process of grants, but also in determining how the participatory grantmaking process is built, 
implemented and then rebuilt. FRIDA puts decision-making in the hands of young feminists themselves 
as agents of change. 
 
After applicants submit their proposals, a clear set of priorities guides the eligibility screening process 
led primarily by a Global Advisory Committee. Once proposals pass the eligibility test, they move into 
the voting stage led by applicants themselves, with applicants unable to vote for themselves. This means 
that applicants who meet the selection criteria vote on other applications in their region, in their 
language, and collectively decide where funding goes. The voting results are then tallied and staff/advisors 
conduct a due diligence process to confirm the accuracy of nominated grantee applications. The final 
selection of grantees is announced, and grants are paid to groups. All groups have the potential to 
submit a renewal proposal. The voting process is anonymous, maintained due to multiple concerns 
including safety/security needs and avoiding conflict of interest. 
 
FRIDA’s “Funding Plus” program is dedicated to mobilizing and catalyzing non-financial resources. Non-
financial resources offered along with a FRIDA grant include: exclusive access to online networks, access 
to the specially designed FRIDA Hub, invitation to attend and organize convenings of young feminists, 
and opportunities to visit other groups through solidarity exchanges In three grantmaking cycles (2012-
2014), FRIDA has awarded $437,000 in grants to 57 young feminist organizations in 46 countries.  
 
 

Example 2) Culture & Free Thought Association(Palestine) 
 

The Culture and Free Thought Association in Khan Younis is a pioneering Palestinian institution 
which always seeks to concentrate on and further the values of civil society through implementing a set 
of programs and activities aimed at advancing societal awareness in all relevant fields, including the 
cultural, sociological, recreational, educational, health and economic fields, and through its activities and 
projects provide vital services to society’s children, youth and women depending on a highly-qualified 
and creative staff; this in addition to CFTA's trust in and reliance on the ability of the society it serves. 
 



	
CFTA's main objectives are: to provide disadvantaged children and teenagers in refugee camps with 
opportunities in artistic expression and informal education to advance their educational, cultural and 
social condition and to empower women by providing them with economic developmental and 
psychological support, healthcare, and legal aid. They also run The Gaza Women Credit Program 
initiated in 1995, where loans are offered to women of Gaza Strip living under difficult economic 
circumstances. 
 
CFTA reports on its model for supporting both youth and community initiatives:  
“We don’t choose how or what to support; rather, young people come with ideas and we engage them 
in critical discussions about what makes sense, what would work, and what is best to prioritize. Through 
the discussions, the young people make their own choices. A critical, open discussion and the culture of 
transparent open reflection and engagement with them from A-Z including budgeting, planning, follow-
up, adapting actions and reporting has fostered a culture where they decide what to use funds for. We 
don’t make it easy to access funds – it requires hard thinking, decision-making and taking responsibility. 
Similarly, our summer camps have been run for years on $5,000 for a whole camp and camps are run by 
young people from A-Z. 
 
In addition, there are lots of individuals who want to give to Gaza but don’t know how. One thing we 
have done is to serve as a link for individual donors from the US who want to give to Gaza but also 
want to protect themselves from supporting unintended or illegal activity and to ensure their resources 
are well used. Community groups come to us with ideas for small community actions; we engage with 
these groups in a collective process involving rigorous discussion through which groups themselves 
decide priority actions and funding needs and then develop a budget, simple plan and monitoring and 
reporting mechanisms that make sense to them for what they want to do. We then provide interested 
individuals with a list of potential activities they can select from to support.”  
 
 

Example 3) Urgent Action Fund (US, Kenya, Colombia) 
 

Urgent Action Fund’s Rapid Response Grants support the resilience of women’s and trans 
movements by providing flexible and responsive support to women’s and trans human rights defenders 
who face immediate threats and by supporting advocacy when unanticipated opportunities emerge to 
set new legal or policy precedents. 
 
Urgent Action Fund accepts applications in any language using online, text and mobile funding 
applications. They respond to all requests within 24 hours, 365 days per year. Decisions and funding are 
usually made within 1 – 10 business days. Activists can receive up to $5,000 USD. Urgent Action Fund 
works with an international network of Advisors to inform grantmaking decisions.  
 
Flexible funds, available on the timeline of activists and without the lengthy approval processes employed 
by most foundations, are critical in some situations. Urgent Action Fund’s grantmaking model enables 
human rights defenders to act quickly, take advantage of unexpected opportunities, mitigate threats, 
and/or prevent backsliding in their ongoing work to advance the human rights of all people.  
 



	
Approval Process: Urgent Action Fund’s grantmaking is informed by country and regional advisors on 
whom they rely on for assessment of recommended applications. Final decisions are communicated to 
applicants after they have received endorsements from advisors, Urgent Action Fund’s peer networks, 
or references provided by the applicant. 
 
Confidentiality note: The proposal is only be shared with regional and country advisors, or Urgent 
Action Fund’s trusted contacts as needed. They respect and value the privacy and confidentiality needs 
of their partners, particularly in contexts where security is a concern. 
 
 

Example 4) The Pollination Fund (US) 
 

The Pollination Fund, through a daily practice of generosity and giving, makes seed grants of 
$1,000 every day - 365 days a year- to passionate social change agents who are committed people with 
an early-stage social change vision. 
 
The Pollination Project values “compassion consciousness,” meaning that they think through and 
acknowledge the impact of the choices they make and work they do: what they eat, the questions they 
ask, to the office supplies they use, to the projects they fund and, ultimately, to the institutions and 
systems they challenge. Compassion consciousness includes lifting up the oppressed, the unseen and the 
voiceless. 
 
They do not fund projects that attempt to colonize or otherwise oppress people through aligning with 
systemic or institutionalized racism, speciesism (animal life), classism, ablism or homophobia. They seek 
to fund at the very grassroots, interested in projects that are created by and with those who are most 
impacted. They look to fund people and teams all over the world who have made thoughtful choices 
about how to achieve their goals. 
 
They fund projects in early stages that do not have paid staff, and do not have other established funding 
sources. If project expects to earn a profit, then the grantee applies for a Pay it forward loan instead of a 
grant, and negotiates a return date of payment so a grant to another group can be made. 
 
  



	
Example 5) The Dalia Association (Palestine) 

 
As Palestinians, we have the right to control our own development resources. 
Dalia Association was established in 2007 by members of the Palestinian community from the West 
Bank, including East Jerusalem, Gaza Strip, Israel, and the Diaspora. We are diverse in terms of age, 
gender, religion and politics, yet we are united by our vision -- to realize our rights as Palestinians to 
control our resources and sustain our own development for generations to come. Our mission is to 
mobilize and properly utilize resources necessary to empower a vibrant, independent and accountable 
civil society. 
 
To achieve our mission, we: 
  
- Make grants to support inspirational and relevant civil society initiatives, especially grassroots efforts 
that seek to supplement local resources. Community-controlled grantmaking increases the transparency, 
accountability and professionalism of local initiatives. 
- Link resources by introducing people with expertise, ideas, contacts, equipment, and other assets to 
community activists who can use them to serve their communities. Effectively utilizing resources that 
already exist in our abundant community helps decrease our dependence on outside resources. 
- Encourage giving by locals, companies, and refugee and Diaspora Palestinians  We revive local 
traditions of philanthropy and volunteerism and create new systems that make giving easier, safer and 
more trustworthy. A permanent endowment will be built over time to ensure sustainable income for 
current and future generations. 
- Advocate for systemic change in the international aid system so that it respects Palestinian rights and 
responds to local priorities. Advocacy includes constructive engagement with innovative donors who 
want a local partner to help them improve their policies and maximize their impact. 
 
Dalia has 2 grantmaking programs:  ‘The Village Decides’ and ‘Women Supporting Women’ 
The programs are designed to involve people in decision-making and resource distribution in a 
democratic and fair way. Besides, it aims at coping with the Palestinian situation under occupation. 
 
Dalia Association finds out the importance of offering the Palestinian community the opportunity to 
practice their rights to determine their priorities as well as to participate in the distribution of resources 
to enable them to control the resources to achieve societal change, which leads to real development for 
the coming generations.  
  
Program Objectives include:  
Community involvement in decision-making process; 
Empowering the community to use grants based on priorities; 
Directing the community to use and invest local resources; 
Activating the role of the local society in monitoring and evaluating the institutions of the civil society; 
Orientation towards achieving social change and continuous genuine development; 
Activating the role of the Palestinian Diaspora to involve them in the development process. 
 
 



	
Example 6) NGO Development Center (Palestine) 

 
An innovative initiative developed by the NGO Development Center (NDC), titled the Beit 

Skaria Pilot Project, was implemented between 2012 and 2014. Beit Skaria is a village located in the 
Bethlehem District in the Palestinian Territories, with a population of 600.  Its sensitive location makes it 
subject to many constraints and obstacles typical of Palestinian villages located in Area C. In an effort to 
address the challenges Beit Skaria residents, NDC designed an approach that combines various NGOs 
working in different sectors to simultaneously empower the community in a myriad of ways. The aim of 
the initiative was to improve the livelihoods of the village residents, thereby discouraging displacement 
to other areas of the OPT. Through the houses rehabilitation, land reclamation, psychological support, 
and socio-economic empowerment, NDC and its partners laid the foundations for the empowerment of 
the Beit Skaria community 
 
NDC held multiple meetings and discussions with Palestinian ministries as well as the French 
Development Agency (AFD) to discuss the possibility of implementing interventions in Area C, 
specifically in the Beit Skaria community. The initiative emerged after thorough participatory processes 
with the local community and numerous stakeholders, including partner NGOs.    
 
NDC partnered with AFD to fund the initiative, implemented in three phases with a budget of 
430,000USD.  Through the initiative, NDC engaged in a transparent sub-granting mechanism to 4 
partner NGOs- Young Men’s Christian Society (YMCA), Riwaq, Palestinian Counseling Center (PCC), 
and the Arab Center for Agricultural Development (ACAD).   All relevant stakeholders and partners 
were involved in the design process as well as the decision-making efforts throughout the implemented 
period. NDC actively coordinated with PA ministries in order to avoid any duplication of services, in 
addition to making sure that the interventions were in alignment with national priorities in Area C. Most 
importantly, the community was heavily consulted and involved in identifying their priorities and in the 
decision making process through the village council. Through the first phase of the initiative, which 
included the selection of beneficiaries for the houses rehabilitation component, the village council with 
the community took an active part in setting the selection criteria and identifying individuals in dire need 
of having their home rehabilitated.  Through the approach NDC developed through the initiative, all 
partners maintained high standards of accountability and transparency in their work.    
 
The packaging approach developed by NDC with the active engagement of the community has proven 
to be highly effective in addressing community needs. The approach allowed for flexibility in terms of 
selecting interventions and competent partner NGOs, time efficient when compared with a call for 
proposals process, and improved coordination with key stakeholders through establishing a steering 
committee with community representatives. The Beit Skaria community benefited from interventions in 
4 major components- rehabilitation of homes, land reclamation, psychological support for men, women, 
and children, and socio-economic empowerment activities. Moreover, the intervention resulted in the 
adoption of a community development plan which attracted other development partners to implement 
new community initiatives. Alongside the Village Council, and for the first time in the village, a women’s 
charitable society and a women’s cooperative were established to cater to the needs of the community. 
The first supermarket in the village is now owned and managed by a group of Beit Skaria women. 
 



	
One of the most instrumental factors that allowed for a successful initiative in Beit Skaria was that of 
community involvement. From the inception stage, NDC established a steering committee that was very 
active throughout all stages of the intervention as a support and decision-making body.  The head of the 
village council in Beit Skaria also played a vital role in mobilizing the community, solving community 
issues, and ensuring progress and success. 
 
NDC’s work in Area C held many challenges. Beit Skaria is located at the center of Israeli settlements, 
which makes it extremely inaccessible and under constant threat from settlers and Israeli Occupation 
forces.  Throughout the implementation of the initiative, NDC and its partners resorted to 
nontraditional methods in order to successfully implement the activities; procurement methods were 
simplified, community members participated in the houses and land rehabilitation, and women became 
actively engaged in documenting settler violence and in running their own businesses.  
 
The initiative concluded in 2014, but continues to serve as model for work in Area C.  NDC has 
recently expanded the model in four village clusters, whereby 11 partners, implementing 4 projects in 
total, collaborate closely with the communities, local government units and line ministries to address the 
communities’ most urgent needs. One of the key findings that emerged in the lessons learned report is 
that of targeting clusters of villages- thereby connecting communities and establishing networks of 
partner NGOs/CBOs to serve marginalized communities simultaneously. The plan would target services 
such as health, mental health, education, infrastructure, rehabilitation of homes and buildings, agriculture, 
job creation and income generation, community representation and participation.   
 

Example 7) Edge Fund (UK) 
 

Edge Fund aims to present an alternative funding model that breaks down the usual power 
dynamics in funding; it is based on democracy, accountability, and transparency. It has adopted a 
cooperative structure and is run by its members, who determine both the strategy of the fund and 
which groups receive funding. Members come from many different backgrounds and include both 
individual donors and past and potential grantees. The decision-making process culminates in a meeting 
where both members and applicants decide together how funding should be allocated. We have two 
overlapping funding streams: radical political groups aiming for systemic change and oppressed 
communities organizing themselves and taking action against the injustices they face. While many funders 
want to see evidence that an applicant has consulted the community they work with, far fewer involve 
the community or applicants themselves in setting their priorities or deciding who actually receives 
funding. The next step is actually putting decisions into the hands of those you seek to help. There are 
some inspiring examples of collaborations between donors and communities which give majority say to 
those from the community they fund. Rather than registering as a charity, we registered as a 
cooperative, which means our funding is not restricted to charitable work, and the structure is more 
fitting with our values. All our members are invited to take part in the shortlisting and scoring of 
applications, mostly from home via email; they then meet with applicants to make the final allocations 
together.  
 
 
 



	
Example 8) North Star Fund (US) 

 
North Star Fund’s Board comprises in equal parts people with inherited wealth, professionals in various 
fields who come from communities that face injustice, and grassroots activists. Funding decisions are 
made by the board’s Community Funding Committee, a majority of whom are activists working at the 
community or constituency level, and the rest donors from a variety of backgrounds.  Moreover, 
growing income inequality and the resulting cultural and social divisions in the US mean that people 
seldom have relationships with people outside their class. Donors come to North Star because they feel 
remote from the realities of life of those less privileged than themselves. North Star’s approach helps 
overcome this segregation. 

 

Example 9) Global GreenGrants (US) 
 
Global Greengrants Fund’s community leaders and activists form 13 regional advisory boards; these 
include journalists, lawyers, NGO leaders, scientists and academics. These local experts decide on the 
funding strategy and allocation of funds for their region; there is no overall organizational strategy. The 
boards are self-governing and self-reproducing. Donors are not involved in decisions about grants, 
although they can choose to earmark their funds for certain themes. The only exception is the handful 
of donor-advised funds, where the donor has more say. 
  
 

Example 10) Southern Partners Fund (US) 
 
Southern Partners Fund believes that the real expertise for solving community problems lies with a 
community’s own leaders, not with academic or large non-profit institutions. SPF is member-run; all 
members commit to being active by attending meetings, participating in SPF organizing networks, 
providing peer support to members and grantees, and joining its committees or board. The membership 
elects the board at an annual meeting. Membership terms are five consecutive years; this is renewable. 
Board is composed of rural grassroots activists who have been or are currently grantees. Grants 
decisions are made by the grantmaking committee; again members are all rural organizers and former or 
current grantees. With the support of SPF staff, grantmaking committee members review proposals, 
hold site visits, write up evaluations and make the final funding decisions. Sadly, SPF finds it difficult to 
attract significant foundation investment. ‘We see democratically controlled and shared power as being a 
significant new paradigm that has yet to be fully utilized or supported,’. 
 

Example 11) Community Foundation for N. Ireland 
 
Community Foundation for Northern Ireland provides an inspiring example of how grantmaking can 
bring a community together while also contributing to community development. It developed the 
consensual grantmaking approach, in which foundation staff help the local community come together to 
decide what the priorities are and what should be funded. It’s an intensive process but is perhaps the 
one most likely to give a voice to those who might find it difficult to access or participate in decision-
making panels.  



	
 

Example 12) RSF Social Finance (US) 
 

RSF Social Finance has its own take on the applicant-led approach. Inspired by the work of 
Rudolf Steiner, they developed a process for distributing funds called shared gifting. Leveraging the 
knowledge of their community (which includes borrowers, investors, donors and grantees), RSF 
requests nominations of non-profits in a specific field, and calls for proposals; a staff group then 
determines the participants of the shared gifting circle. RSF facilitates a meeting where the participants 
share their proposals and their needs. At the end of the day, the participants make grants to each other, 
are encouraged to reflect on the process, and are given another opportunity to gift funds between the 
organizations. 
 

Example 13) WikiMedia Foundation (US) 
 

WMF found that Participatory Grantmaking (PGM) is a powerful movement building strategy, 
increasing movement resources of not only money, but knowledge and self-determination. WFM has 3 
grant programs: Individual Engagement Grants; Project & Event Grants; Annual Plan Grants. The one key 
criteria for joining a committee, across the board, is active participation in the Wikimedia movement. 
 
Their Funds Dissemination Committee deliberations are facilitated to create consensus, and use a tool 
called “Gradients of Agreement Scale developed in 1987 by Sam Kaner, Duane Berger, and the staff of 
Community At Work. It enables members of a group to express their support for a proposal in degrees, 
along a continuum. Using this tool, group members are no longer trapped into expressing support in 
terms of "yes" and "no." 
 
They push against a mythology – among many people who don’t live and breathe and work within the 
international grantmaking space – that giving small amounts of money to individuals (small groups) is 
easy to do. It’s the hardest thing to do, the most expensive. They believe there are multiple points of 
entry to the pipeline of ideas and initiatives. Grantee comment: “What sets apart Wikimedia PGM was 
the close attention to facilitation, mentorship, end-to-end support, personal growth, project 
management skills training, reflections on impact built into the process from proposal through final 
repots, and a community of supportive staff. Receiving a grant from WMF is like being welcomed into a 
family or a tribe that wants you to succeed.” 
 

Example 14) Connect US Fund (US) 
 

Through the eight years of operating its Rapid Response program, the Connect U.S. Fund found 
that the program became a critical vehicle to connect the philanthropic sector and advocacy non-
governmental organizations (NGOs). It enabled the community to make progress in key policy areas not 
addressed by other funders. Based on our experience, we outline below the following benefits and best 
practices of rapid response initiatives that we hope will help others exploring the development and 
implementation of a rapid response program.  
 



	
Insights and learnings from the perspective of the Connect U.S. Fund’s administering staff and our 
collective experience designing and running a Rapid Response grantmaking program. 
From 2006-2012, Connect U.S. Fund made 90 rapid response grants totaling $1.7 million (an average of 
$19,200 per project). The majority of the grants (57%) were to human rights-related projects, followed 
by climate change (10%), and less than 10% each to nonproliferation, development, financial reform, 
general U.S. foreign policy, budget, national security, and health. 

 
Throughout its eight years of operations, the worked on the cusp of the philanthropic and the non-
profit community, advocating for, convening and supporting collaborations to advance more responsible 
U.S. leadership in meeting today’s complex global challenges. Its role as a grantmaker and as a driver of 
collaboration and high-impact advocacy strengthened the foreign policy community as a whole. As a 
result, the organization has many best practices for how to build an effective donor collaborative, 
conduct rapid response grantmaking, and build advocacy collaborations.  
 
Collaboration is not a science. To be successful, one needs to be in a constant learning mode, sharing 
best practices with others, reflecting deeply on one’s own methodologies and constantly striving to 
define impact. The primary criteria for the Connect Fund’s Rapid Response program were “high 
potential for policy impact in the short term” and a “clear demonstration that the project arose as a 
response to an unforeseen and time-bound opportunity.” As part of a complex series of criteria, 
Connect strived to maintain broad definitions so that it could maximize the number of grant 
opportunities while maintaining quality assurance criteria so that it could be making wise investments.  
 

 

 


