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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY T his discussion paper, commissioned 
by the Inter-agency Task Force for 
Advancing a United Nations-wide 
Funding Framework for Women’s 
Organizations and Civil Society 

Organizations (the Task Force),1 offers a preliminary 
analysis of United Nations funding strategies and 
practices supporting women’s organizations 
(WOs)2 and other civil society organizations 
(CSOs) working for gender equality. The focus of 
the initiative is particularly on small, local or grass-
roots organizations who are on the front lines of 
advancing gender equality in their communities. 
The findings are grounded in a rapid review of 
funding practices across United Nations agencies, 
comprising document analysis, interviews with 
programme specialists and insights from civil 
society on funding practices. The paper identifies 
systemic barriers, exemplary practices and 
potential pathways for the United Nations system 
to improve resourcing mechanisms to better align 
with feminist principles and the needs of diverse 
organizations. It emphasizes the importance of 
intentional, intersectional and accessible funding 
practices to enable WOs/CSOs to meet gender 
equality, human rights and sustainable development 
goals effectively.

1	 The Task Force is co-chaired by the UN Trust Fund to End Violence against 
Women and UN Spotlight Initiative to Eliminate Violence against Women 
and Girls (Spotlight Initiative) to eliminate violence against women and 
girls. It has member representatives from UN Women, the United Nations 
Refugee Agency (UNHCR), the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), 
the United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA), the Women’s Peace and Humanitarian Fund (WPHF), the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP), the International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
and the United Nations Development Coordination Office (DCO).

2	 The paper uses the term “women’s organization” (WO) to describe 
CSOs that have a mission centred around gender equality goals. There 
are many other terms in use, such as women’s rights organizations or 
women-led organizations. WO has been chosen as a more inclusive and 
expansive term and to align with the United Nations System-Wide Gender 
Equality Acceleration Plan.
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Background and rationale
Women’s Organizations are indispensable actors in 
advancing progress across the four interconnected 
United Nations pillars of peace and security, human rights 
and humanitarian action, the rule of law, and sustainable 
development. Their local expertise, contextual knowledge 
and grass-roots connections enable them to implement 
politically agile and adaptive strategies, especially in 
fragile and conflict-affected settings. However, WOs 
remain underfunded and overburdened by complex and 
bureaucratic funding systems that often exclude them, 
especially the most marginalized groups.

The United Nations plays a pivotal role in resourcing 
WOs due to its global mandate, unique infrastructure 
and legitimacy as a defender of human rights. This role 
is increasingly critical amidst global backlash against 
women’s rights and persistent underfunding of WOs, 
which hampers progress toward gender equality 
and the Sustainable Development Goals, particularly 
Sustainable Development Goal 5 (gender equality).  

This paper underscores the urgency of transforming 
funding practices to meet United Nations commitments, 
such as those outlined in the Grand Bargain and most 
recently in the 2024 United Nations System-Wide 
Gender Equality Acceleration Plan, and to capitalize on 
opportunities such as the upcoming thirtieth anniversary 
of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action of  
1995 in 2025.

This paper synthesizes multiple United Nations 
reports and resources that articulate how WOs would 
like the United Nations to support them. The reports 
and resources are synthesized around the following 
attributes of what is referred to in the paper as “quality 
funding”: targeted for local WOs; core, flexible and long-
term; inclusive of organizational development support; 
accessible, especially for marginalized organizations; 
uses pivotal intermediaries to reach the grass-roots levels; 
and inclusive of non-financial support components.

Methodology and limitations
This paper is based on a rapid review conducted 
by external consultants and is not an exhaustive or 
comprehensive assessment of all United Nations funding 
practices. It involved a document analysis of internal and 
external sources, along with 23 interviews with United 
Nations entities represented in the Task Force. The 
paper’s scope included examining funding practices 
that resource WOs/CSOs. The review focused on two 
main funding modalities – partnership agreements and 
grant-giving mechanisms – to explore funding practices 
that resource WOs/CSOs in ways that better suit their 
missions and ways of working. The paper’s limitations 
include a focus on programmatic rather than operational 
perspectives, and limited examination of the differences 
and unique needs of resourcing girls-led organizations 
and other constituent-led groups.
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Key findings
INSTITUTIONAL BARRIERS TO FUNDING

The rapid review identified four institutional barriers to funding WOs/CSOs that were commonly raised across 
United Nations entities:

Complex bureaucracy – The requirements of funding systems across the United Nations 
system are burdensome and vary from agency to agency, requiring significant effort from 
WOs to navigate application, reporting and compliance processes.

Lack of standardization – Variations in definitions (e.g. for types of organizations), 
tracking systems and financial policies across United Nations entities create 
inconsistencies and impede comprehensive data collection on funding for WOs.

Misalignment between programme goals and risk and compliance rules – 
Programmatic ambitions often clash with risk frameworks and compliance requirements, 
perpetuating power imbalances and disincentivizing partnerships with, and funding to, 
smaller and grass-roots organizations.

Limited accessibility – Stringent eligibility criteria and administrative burdens 
disproportionately exclude marginalized and unregistered groups from accessing United 
Nations funding.

Understanding these challenges in the context of achieving gender equality goals and resourcing WOs/CSOs is 
essential to ensure solutions address the unique barriers and needs of diverse WOs.

EXEMPLARY FUNDING PRACTICES

The review identified five key funding practice areas that 
reflect a more feminist-informed approach to quality 
funding, are responsive to civil society demands for 

change, and support the United Nations system in 
fulfilling its own commitments to gender equality and 
resourcing WOs.

Intentional targeting and prioritization

Intentional targeting ensures that resources are directed 
to WOs, particularly at local and grass-roots levels. For 
example, the UN Trust Fund to End Violence against 
Women (UN Trust Fund) and the Women’s Peace 
and Humanitarian Fund (WPHF) embed prioritization 
of WOs in their strategic plans, facilitating more 
inclusive and effective funding. Similarly, the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and UN Women 

have policies that prioritize WOs and actors focused 
on gender equality and women’s empowerment. Many 
agencies have partnership policies that prioritize 
consortium-based applications or permit subgranting 
as a deliberate strategy to make United Nations  
funding more accessible. Programmes such as 
Spotlight Initiative illustrate how setting funding targets 
– for example, 50 per cent of funds directed to CSOs, 
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with 70 per cent of this allocated to WOs – can amplify 
impact. Additionally, specific criteria and weighting in 
grant-making processes, such as those employed by 

3	 Core funding (also referred to as unrestricted or institutional funding) is funding that can be used for general operations. Although core funding may overlap 
with project-specific costs, it is not exclusively tied to a project. Flexible funding allows WOs/CSOs to set their own priorities (based on demand-driven 
needs); respond to changing circumstances, needs and opportunities; and cover their essential operating costs. How flexible funding is operationalized 
varies across agencies, funds and programmes. Longer-term funding refers to timelines longer than the typical 12-month project period. 

the International Organization for Migration (IOM) Rapid 
Response Fund, enhance the likelihood that funding 
will reach WOs.

Core, flexible and longer-term funding

Core, flexible and longer-term funding3 enables WOs to 
pursue their missions independently of project-based 
constraints, fostering organizational resilience and 
adaptability. Grant-making mechanisms like the UN 
Trust Fund and WPHF follow a flexible approach which 
allows grantees to reallocate funds between budget lines 
in response to evolving circumstances. In addition, the UN 
Trust Fund allows 15-27 per cent of project funds, based 
on grant size, to be used for core costs in addition to other 
supportive practices. UNFPA, UN Women and WPHF offer 
core and institutional capacity-strengthening grants of up 

to $30,000, and WPHF and UN Trust Fund have dedicated 
indicators that measure such capacity-strengthening. 
Longer-term funding agreements – such as four-year 
grants from the UN Trust Fund – enhance organizational 
sustainability and resilience, enabling deeper impact over 
time. Although the rapid review did not delve deeply into 
the different practices and definitions of overhead and 
indirect costs, variation across the agencies was evident 
and inevitably has a negative impact on the ability of WO/
CSO partners to cover their organizational costs, and 
navigate through different practices.

Reduced administrative burdens

Administrative complexity is a major barrier for smaller 
organizations. Efforts to simplify application and 
reporting processes – such as a modified process 
for the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs’ (OCHA’s) pooled fund in Ukraine, 
IOM’s Rapid Response Fund and UN Women’s small-
grant modality – illustrate how streamlined processes 
can open doors for grass-roots and marginalized groups. 
The United Nations Refugee Agency’s (UNHCR’s) grants 

for unregistered refugee-led organizations use simplified 
proposal and reporting requirements. Interviewees 
shared that high-level support, a phased roll-out and 
leveraging UNHCR’s community-based approach were 
key to successfully implementing the policy. The UN Trust 
Fund provides comprehensive support to both applicants 
and grantees to manage the grant, and WPHF’s special 
window grantees have reduced and more supportive 
reporting requirements.

Trust-based relationships

Trust-based funding fosters mutual accountability and 
equity between the United Nations and its partners. 
Governance structures that include civil society 
representatives in decision-making bodies – such as 
UNHCR’s Global Refugee Advisory Board, the UN Trust 
Fund’s Global Programme Advisory Committee, WPHF’s 
Funding Board and National Steering Committees and 
Spotlight Initiative’s Civil Society Reference Groups 
– ensure alignment with grass-roots priorities, share 
decision-making with constituents and enhance 

accountability. Examples of unique partnership 
arrangements, like IOM’s simplified contribution 
agreement (used as an exception to form a more trust-
based partnership with a WO), highlight how the United 
Nations system can shift power dynamics to empower 
local organizations. Partnerships with intermediary funds, 
such as the United Nations Children’s Fund’s (UNICEF’s) 
collaboration with Purposeful, exemplify innovative ways 
to support marginalized groups.
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Strengthening organizations beyond funding

Non-financial support, such as capacity-strengthening 
and knowledge-sharing, complements funding to support 
organizational sustainability and movement-building. The 
United Nations system’s role as a convener and broker can 
enhance the visibility of WOs, facilitate network-building 
and strengthen advocacy efforts, as achievements from 
Spotlight Initiative demonstrate. Initiatives like UNFPA 
and UN Women’s collaboration are building the capacity 
of WOs to lead in addressing violence against women 
and girls in humanitarian contexts. UNDP supports 

women’s groups and movements across contexts to 
advance sustainable development and gender equality. 
UNHCR, UN Women, the UN Trust Fund and WPHF 
effectively support organizational strengthening and 
successfully manage the potential risk of funding smaller, 
first-time United Nations partners through specialized 
accompaniment and capacity-strengthening strategies. 
Several entities support partners to document their 
learning and amplify their work, such as the UN Trust 
Fund, WPHF and UNHCR.

Analysis and way forward
The review emphasizes the critical role of the United 
Nations in addressing the chronic underfunding of WOs/
CSOs by leveraging its global mandate and resources. 
From the rapid analysis of grant-making and partnership 
funding modalities, several strategies were identified 
that should be leveraged moving forward. First, pooled 
funding mechanisms directly funding civil society offer 
the flexibility required to meet the needs of WOs/CSOs 
more effectively. Secondly, partnership agreements can 
improve grass-roots access by supporting consortiums 
and subgranting, provided smaller organizations are 
not burdened with heavy requirements. Third, small-
grant programmes designed for WOs/CSOs show 
promise when paired with simplified requirements 
and capacity-building support, which can also support 
risk management.

Overall, the review underscores the need for the United 
Nations system to adopt a cohesive approach to 
delivering quality funding to WOs/CSOs, recognizing 
their pivotal role in advancing gender equality. Key 
elements of such an approach include:

•	•	The creation of a United Nations funding framework 
to standardize principles and clarify ambiguities, 
based on feminist-informed approaches that 
prioritize core and long-term funding and foster 
equitable partnerships

•	•	A unified risk framework to balance the implications 
of not funding WOs against manageable risks

•	•	Streamlined partnership and grant templates 
to reduce administrative burdens and enhance 
accessibility for marginalized groups

•	•	Enhanced system-wide tracking mechanisms to 
ensure transparency, comparability and coordination 
of funding efforts

•	•	Country-level action plans to set clear targets and 
foster inter-agency collaboration in funding WOs

Such efforts, aligned with the United Nations System 
Wide Gender Equality Acceleration Plan, are essential for 
the United Nations to fulfil its commitments to advancing 
gender equality, empowering women and supporting 
diverse, grass-roots-led movements worldwide.

Although overcoming the institutional barriers to 
providing quality funding to WOs/CSOs will require 
a multi-year effort, political will from United Nations 
leadership and collaboration with internal and external 
stakeholders, the exemplary practices identified by 
this review demonstrate that transformative change  
is possible.
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SECTION 1

BACKGROUND, 
METHODOLOGY 
AND RATIONALE



Background

4	 The Task Force is co-chaired by the UN Trust Fund to End Violence against Women and Spotlight Initiative to eliminate violence against women and girls. 
It has member representatives from UN Women, the United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the United 
Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the Women’s Peace and Humanitarian Fund (WPHF), the United Nations Population 
Fund (UNFPA), the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the International Organization for Migration (IOM) and the United Nations Development 
Coordination Office (DCO).

5	 Others include the Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) Gender Reference Group and the Gender-Based Violence Area of Responsibility.

This discussion paper was commissioned under the 
recently formed United Nations Inter-agency Task 
Force for Advancing a United Nations-wide Funding 
Framework for Women’s Organizations and Civil 
Society Organizations (the Task Force).4 There is broad 
consensus across the United Nations system that 
women’s organizations (WOs; see note on terminology 
in Methodology and limitations) are significantly 
underresourced to fulfil their critical role in achieving 
gender equality and human rights for all, ending violence 
against women and girls, and supporting sustainable 
development, peace and security. This gap in financial 
support is particularly alarming amidst a rising backlash 
against women’s rights globally. WOs, with their local 
ownership and deep-rooted expertise, are essential 
actors that must be recognized and empowered to 
drive meaningful change or, at a minimum, not lose the 
hard-won gains in gender equality and women’s rights 
of recent decades. In crisis and conflict settings, these 
organizations face compounded challenges, navigating 
complex environments to maintain and build on hard-
won advancements in gender equality.

The UN Trust Fund to End Violence against Women (the UN 
Trust Fund) and UN Spotlight Initiative to Eliminate Violence 
against Women and Girls (Spotlight Initiative), among 
others,5 have documented evidence, data and feedback 
from their WO partners that supports the consensus that 
WOs are undervalued and underresourced. However, there 
is a lack of shared understanding across United Nations 
entities as to how to better resource WOs, in ways that 
meet system requirements and the needs of WOs.

This is a pivotal time for the United Nations to reflect 
and take renewed action on how it resources WOs for 
several reasons. In 2025, the world will commemorate 
the thirtieth anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action of 1995, a landmark commitment 
to advance gender equality. Although some progress 
has been made, many goals remain unmet, and the 
milestone is a powerful reminder of the responsibility 
of the United Nations to ensure WOs are adequately 
funded to drive progress on gender equality. In addition, 
the Sustainable Development Goals deadline of 2030 
is fast-approaching, and gender equality (Sustainable 
Development Goal 5) is central to the success of the 
entire agenda. Chronic underfunding continues to 
hamper the capacity of WOs to fulfil their central role in 
advancing Sustainable Development Goal 5 and many 
other goals. Lastly, the launch of the United Nations 
System Wide Gender Equality Acceleration Plan sets 
out the commitment of the United Nations to accelerate 
the much-needed internal transformation at the United 
Nations to deliver equitably for women and girls.

Against this backdrop, and under the 
leadership of the UN Trust Fund and 
Spotlight Initiative, the Task Force was 
convened to better understand how the 
United Nations system resources and 
supports civil society organizations 
(CSOs), and especially WOs, to progress 
action on gender equality. 
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The Task Force was created to be proactive and 
collectively advocate for progress on commitments 
made by the United Nations to fund WOs and to result 
in better quality funding from the United Nations system 
to CSOs in general. Specifically, the Task Force aims 
to collectively advocate for system-wide change and 
advance intersectional feminist-inspired6 resource 
distribution frameworks that prioritize the needs of 
diverse groups of women and girls. Such groups include 
women and girls of colour, Indigenous women and girls, 
women and girls with disabilities, those of diverse sexual 
orientations and gender identities, and women and girls 
from low-income and minority backgrounds.

6	 The Task Force intends to use and advance intersectional feminist approaches to analyse and understand how various forms of inequality operate and often 
exacerbate each other, and to centre the voices and experiences of those who live with overlapping and concurrent forms of oppression. An intersectional 
feminist lens will help to identify strategies and approaches that ensure equitable resource distribution to diverse communities. In other words, intersectional 
feminist approaches support the achievement of “leaving no one behind”, a central principle of the Sustainable Development Goals.

7	 See https://www.unwomen.org/en/about-us/procurement/gender-responsive-procurement.

The Task Force identified that, although it seeks to 
transform funding practices at the United Nations 
agency level and the United Nations system level, it 
would first require an initial review and assessment 
of the current state of play of existing United Nations 
strategies, approaches and practices to best resource 
and support WOs/CSOs across the participating United 
Nations entities of the Task Force. 

The Task Force commissioned a rapid 
review of the funding practices currently 
used by its members and the development 
of this discussion paper, to document 
exemplary practices intended to channel 
resources and support to WOs/CSOs.

Methodology and limitations
This paper was developed by two external consultants, 
based on a rapid review of funding practices across 
the members of the Task Force. The objective of the 
rapid review was to provide data and examples of 
exemplary funding and support practices of United 
Nations entities that respond to the needs of WOs/CSOs 
and their demands for better quality funding from the 
United Nations. The review is an initial and high-level 
review, and is intended to inform the identification of the 
best approaches to build on and areas where the United 
Nations needs to improve.

The review focused on two types of funding modalities: 
partnership agreements and grant-giving mechanisms. 
Vendor contracting is another type of funding mechanism, 
which is used for the delivery of very specific goods or 
services by WOs/CSOs and is covered by the procurement 
policies and processes of the different entities. In 2019, 

an inter-agency task force was established to develop 
a model policy framework for gender-responsive 
procurement,7 and oversee associated implementation 
activities. Vendor contracting was therefore not explored 
during this review.

The consultants conducted 23  interviews (see list 
of interviewees in Annex 1) and reviewed numerous 
internal and publicly available documents. Interviewees 
were largely programme and technical specialists who 
had experience in directing or implementing different 
funding practices for civil society partners for gender 
equality goals, including, but not exclusively focused 
on, ending violence against women and girls. The focus 
of the paper is particularly on small, local and grass-
roots organizations that are on the front lines of the fight 
for gender equality in their communities, whether they 
define themselves as a WO or CSO or by a different label.
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The Task Force acknowledges the importance of 
recognizing and responding to the unique needs and 
circumstances of girls and female youth – especially 
adolescent girls – as distinct from those of adult 
women and other marginalized adult groups. However, 
this review did not extensively examine mechanisms 
that seek to resource girl-led and female youth-led 
organizations, as these did not prominently feature in 
the interviews and data collection. Although it reasons to 
believe that identical measures to resource and support 
WOs will not automatically suit girl-led and female youth-
led organizations, it is likely that the overall reduction in 
United Nations institutional barriers will have a positive 
knock-on effect for these organizations. A further study 
is warranted to fully examine the unique needs of, and 
barriers to channeling United Nations resources to, 
these organizations.

The review and resulting paper are not an exhaustive or 
comprehensive assessment of United Nations funding 
practices, nor a thorough review or analysis of all the 
funding modalities of the participating United Nations 
entities. There were no United Nations operations staff 
interviewed for the paper, so the perspectives and 
insights shared come from a purely programmatic lens.

A note on terminology –  as discussed later in the 
paper, there are myriad terms and definitions used 
across the United Nations system to describe the 
CSOs, and especially the WOs, on which this paper 
focuses. For example, the Inter-Agency Standing 
Committee (IASC) uses and defines the term “women-
led organization” (WLO)8 (see Annex 2 for other terms 
used and their definitions). This paper will use the term 
women’s organization (WO), except when more specific 
terminology is used in original documentation or case 
study examples. 

8	 IASC Reference Group on Gender and Humanitarian Action, IASC guidance on engagement, participation and decision-making by women-led organizations 
in humanitarian action (IASC, 2024) defines a women-led organization as “an organization with a humanitarian mandate and/or mission that is (1) governed 
or directed by women; or (2) whose leadership is principally made up of women, demonstrated by 50 per cent or more occupying senior leadership positions”.

“Women’s organization” is used in the 
United Nations System Wide Gender 
Equality Acceleration Plan and is the 
most expansive and inclusive term for 
organizations that self-identify as a 
women-focused organization with a 
primary focus on advancing gender 
equality and women’s rights.
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Rationale

9	 Kellea Miller and Rochelle Jones, Towards a feminist funding ecosystem (AWID, 2019), p. 6.

Before considering how United Nations funding to WOs 
might be improved, it is worth considering the more 
fundamental question of why the United Nations system 
should undertake such an effort. In a landscape where 
multiple funders operate within a broader ecosystem, 
it is important to consider the unique strengths of the 
United Nations system.

The United Nations system is, of course, much more 
than a funder. With its global mandate, credibility 
and access to diverse actors, it offers unparalleled 
convening power. This means it can act as a partner 
to WOs/CSOs in facilitating access to decision-making 
and influencing spaces, helping to broker relationships, 
and providing forums for collaboration and knowledge-
sharing. The United Nations system has a programming 
infrastructure with unmatched reach and scale, meaning 
it provides a much-needed channel for the resources 

of (other) funders, and can serve as a bridge between 
these funders and local actors, including WOs. Finally, 
the role of the United Nations system in establishing 
and defending international human rights norms 
provides it with a legitimacy to act as a trusted broker, 
supporting the rights of women and girls and the 
organizations that defend them, especially in situations 
of crisis and conflict.

However, the critical question remains: how can the 
United Nations system leverage these strengths in 
a way that is most responsive to the needs of WOs? 
This section examines the role of the United Nations 
in a funding ecosystem, the alignment between the 
objectives of the United Nations and the goals of WOs, 
and the commitments the United Nations has made to 
resourcing WOs.

THE UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM IS A CRUCIAL AND INFLUENTIAL PART OF A FUNDING 
ECOSYSTEM FOR WOs/CSOs

The United Nations system is far from the sole funder of 
WOs, nor does it operate in isolation from other funders: 
instead it plays a distinct role in a broader funding 
“ecosystem”. The term ecosystem is derived from an 
influential conceptual framework for understanding the 
role of funders in supporting feminist activism, titled 
Toward a Feminist Funding Ecosystem and published 
in 2019 by the Association for Women’s Rights in 
Development (AWID). The framework emerged from 
“a recent [and broader] wave of experimental visioning 
around how resourcing can better respond to crises 

facing people and planet by reflecting the needs and 
demands of the movements countering them”.9 By 
shifting the focus from what donors want, to what 
movements need, the framework positions the United 
Nations system as one among many funders in an 
ecosystem. This perspective is a useful conceptual 
tool, reminding us that funding decisions made by 
United Nations entities at different levels have ripple 
effects beyond the immediate context. Such decisions 
can influence shifts in power, and impact the funding 
practices of other donors, for better or for worse.
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There is no doubt that the United Nations system has 
a crucial role to play in a feminist funding ecosystem, 
even, or especially, as a multilateral institution. Often, the 
United Nations system is the only funder on the ground, 
especially in fragile and conflict-affected contexts, with 
an unmatched infrastructure, reach and mandate to 
support organizations advocating for women’s rights 
and to direct resources where they are needed most. 
Moreover, the United Nations system’s responsibility 
as a defender of human rights positions it as a vital 
counterbalance to the increasingly well-resourced anti-
rights movement. The anti-rights movement is actively 
and consistently seeking to erode the hard-won gains 
of the international system, especially around sexual 
and reproductive health and rights, protection from 
discrimination and the prevention of violence against 
women and girls. In light of this, the United Nations 
system’s role in resourcing WOs and movements 
engaged in defending these gains is clear and urgent.

10	 As they are commonly summarized from the preamble to the United Nations Charter (https://www.un.org/en/about-us/un-charter/full-text).

11	 For example: International Rescue Committee, Why wait? How the humanitarian system can better fund women-led and women’s rights organisations 
(2023); Mendy Marsh and Meredith Blake, Where is the Money? How the Humanitarian System is Failing in its Commitments to End Violence Against Women 
and Girls (Voice Amplified, 2019); Tenzin Dolker, Where is the money for feminist organizing? (AWID, 2021); Awa Fall Diop and others, Where is the Money for 
Black Feminist Movements? (Black Feminist Fund, 2023); Astrea’s feminist funding principles (https://astraeafoundation.org/stories/astraeas-feminist-
funding-principles/); Coalition of Feminists for Social Change (COFEM), Applying a feminist lens to grantmaking for addressing violence against women 
and girls: funding for transformative change (2021); Canadian Women’s Foundation, Community Foundations of Canada and Equality Fund, Principles for 
feminist funding (2020); and Pamela Shifman and others, Lighting the way (Shake the Table and Bridgespan Group, n.d.).

12	 Pilar Domingo, Kay Soe, Ying Lwin (Naung Latt), Jane Remme and Caitlin Williscroft, Claiming spaces: women mobilising for peace and equality in Myanmar 
(Yangon, Paung Sie Facility, 2019), p. 9.

Although the United Nations system is 
not inherently designed to be feminist, it 
does contribute to – and has the potential 
to further support – a feminist funding 
ecosystem, given its mandate to support 
human rights, gender equality and 
sustainable development. 

By working in partnership with a wide range of actors, 
including WOs, the United Nations system can have 
the most positive impact on the funding ecosystem, 
and avoid further entrenching existing power dynamics. 
This review identified a range of practices through 
which United Nations entities and initiatives are already 
resourcing and supporting WOs/CSOs in ways that 
contribute to a feminist funding ecosystem and support 
feminist and women’s movements.

WOs ARE KEY ACTORS IN ADVANCING GENDER EQUALITY, HUMAN RIGHTS AND 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

WOs, in all of their diversity and sizes, play a central role 
across the four, interconnected, United Nations pillars 
of peace and security, human rights and humanitarian 
action, the rule of law, and sustainable development.10 
WOs advocate for better and more equitable policies 
and systems, catalyse and drive normative shifts, and 
help sustain progress as contexts evolve, governments 
change and programmes come to an end. WOs also 
help make United Nations programming more effective 
at achieving its desired outcomes. A range of reports 

from CSOs address the resourcing gaps to, and type 

of funding needed by, WOs.11 These are discussed in 

the following section. In terms of how such resourcing 

specifically supports United Nations goals, a recent 

report for UN Women found that funding WOs that are 

intersectional and embedded in local contexts brought 

“deep knowledge of political realities of contexts … [as 

WOs] are organisationally equipped to work in politically 

agile, adaptive and strategic ways”.12
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Because problem-identification is both gendered and 
contextual, these groups and organizations could “better 
identify opportunities for strategic alliances, networks 
and contestation possibilities”13 along with practical and 
relevant theories of change and plans of action in fast-
changing contexts. This was noted as being especially 
true in fragile and conflict-affected contexts, “given the 
fluidity and volatility of change processes ”,14 and essential 
in contexts where there is a lack of protection offered 
by governments.

Even when not contracted to meet specific deliverables, 
supporting WOs and movements in growing their influence 
and power is recognized by the United Nations and other 
funders as a central strategy for meeting peace, security 

13	 Ibid.

14	 Ibid.

15	 Donor governments and private philanthropists that have made such commitments include Canada’s Equality Fund (https://equalityfund.ca/), philanthropic 
funds such as the NoVo Foundation and the Ford Foundation (though gaps have been identified between commitments and actual allocations; see Astha 
Rajvanshi, “The growing movement to make global philanthropy more feminist”, Time, 2 August 2024) and individual private philanthropists such as Melinda 
French Gates (see Melinda French Gates, “Melinda French Gates: The enemies of progress play offense. I want to help even the match.”, New York Times, 
28 May 2024) and MacKenzie Scott (see Deepa Ranganathan, “Returning USD 10 million that we owe to our communities”, FRIDA, 23 March 2022).

16	 See in particular commitment areas 2, 7 and 8 in The Grand Bargain – a shared commitment to better serve people in need (2016). These commitments 
have been further strengthened in recent years – see The United Nations has made commitments to resourcing WOs.

and development goals. Although women’s funds (often 
with relatively small budgets) have for decades provided 
direct and flexible funding to WOs and groups, in recent 
years, donor governments, private philanthropy and the 
United Nations have explicitly committed to resourcing 
these organizations and movements, in recognition 
of their role in advancing strategic objectives and 
countering global backlash against women’s rights.15 
Several United Nations agencies have made explicit 
their understanding of the transformative power of 
WOs and movements in strategic plans and other core 
documents, and, alongside other signatories of the 
Grand Bargain, recognized quality funding to local and 
national actors (including WOs) as central to meeting 
shared humanitarian goals.16
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THE UNITED NATIONS HAS MADE COMMITMENTS TO RESOURCING WOs

17	 United Nations system wide gender equality acceleration plan (United Nations publication, 2024).

18	 Ibid, slide 18.

19	 IASC Reference Group on Gender and Humanitarian Action, IASC policy on gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls in humanitarian 
action (IASC, 2024).

20	 Ibid, p. 6.

21	 Facilitation Group, Grand Bargain beyond 2023 (2023). Available at https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/migrated/2023-06/
Grand%20Bargain%20beyond%202023%20-%20Framework.pdf.

22	 United Nations Sustainable Development Group, UN Country Team (UNCT) gender equality marker guidance note (2024), p. 7.

The United Nations has explicitly recognized the value 
of resourcing WOs, and committed to doing so, in 
numerous policies over recent decades (see Annex 3 for 
an overview). Most recently, the United Nations System 
Wide Gender Equality Acceleration Plan,17 launched in 
March 2024, included a “clarion call” from the United 
Nations Secretary General for all United Nations personnel 
in leadership positions to apply a series of actions to 
advance gender equality and support resourcing of WOs. 
Noting that “current budgetary allocations to gender 
equality within and across entities are insignificant 
and need to be increased”,18 the plan’s resourcing pillar 
includes commitments to establish a 15 per cent standard 
allocation for United Nations expenditures dedicated to 
gender equality objectives, a 40 per cent target for gender 
equality programming and coordination for all new pooled 
funds, and a requirement for all multi-partner trust funds 
to prioritize gender equality as a central outcome. All joint 
programmes must develop a baseline and set targets 
for gender equality. In addition, the plan commits to the 
development of a joint United Nations gender equality 
investment plan and appeal, and the mobilization of 
$300 million for WOs in crisis and conflict settings globally.

Similarly, the updated IASC Policy on Gender Equality and 
the Empowerment of Women and Girls in Humanitarian 
Action,19 launched in January 2024, confirms that “gender 
equality and the empowerment of women and girls is a 
critical component of achieving effective and life-saving 
humanitarian action and is a responsibility to be owned 
by all actors.”20 The policy requires humanitarian actors to 
make harmonized efforts to allocate a portion of pooled 
funds to identified gender priorities and to WOs, and 
to ensure gender-targeted programming is monitored 
and reported on.

The review of the Grand Bargain in 2023 includes 
strengthened commitments by United Nations agencies, 
alongside other signatories, to increase quality and direct 
funding to local and national actors (including WOs). 
In particular, under the cross-cutting issue of gender, 
signatories “recommit to and invest in Gender Equality 
and the Empowerment of Women and Girls (GEEWG), 
by: engaging and partnering with diverse women-led and 
women[’s] rights’ organisations and organisations that 
prioritise GEEWG targeted interventions (SRH [sexual 
and reproductive health], GBV [gender-based violence], 
girls’ education in emergencies, women economic 
empowerment and livelihood, etc.) at global and country 
levels; [and] enhancing accountability as Signatories by 
reporting against GEEWG commitments, including on 
funding to women-led organisations and funding for 
GEEWG targeted interventions.”21

Finally, in 2019, the United Nations established a financial 
threshold requiring that 70 per cent of United Nations 
Country Team annual funding be allocated to activities 
with gender equality as a principal or significant objective 
as determined by the United Nations Country Team 
Gender Equality Marker.22

Although most of the commitments in this 
section focus on the objective of gender 
equality without specifying funding 
recipients, the pivotal role of WOs in 
achieving these commitments requires a 
more proactive approach to ensuring their 
adequate resourcing.
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WOs WANT THE UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM TO PROVIDE QUALITY FUNDING

23	 A non-exhaustive list includes: International Rescue Committee, Why wait? How the humanitarian system can better fund women-led and women’s rights 
organisations; Mendy Marsh and Meredith Blake, Where is the Money? How the Humanitarian System is Failing in its Commitments to End Violence 
Against Women and Girls; Tenzin Dolker, Where is the money for feminist organizing?; Awa Fall Diop and others, Where is the Money for Black Feminist 
Movements?; Astrea’s feminist funding principles (https://astraeafoundation.org/stories/astraeas-feminist-funding-principles/); COFEM, Applying a feminist 
lens to grantmaking for addressing violence against women and girls: funding for transformative change; Canadian Women’s Foundation, Community 
Foundations of Canada and Equality Fund, Principles for feminist funding; and Pamela Shifman and others, Lighting the way. Although these largely deal 
with grant-making, and many are targeted to philanthropic donors, they make a range of recommendations that are transferrable to multilateral donors like 
the United Nations.

24	 See: Quality funding in the Grand Bargain (IASC, 2023).

25	 One of the most relevant is Kasia Staszewska, Kellea Miller and Esther Lever, Moving More Money to the Drivers of Change: How Bilateral and Multilateral 
Funders Can Resource Feminist Movements (AWID and Mama Cash, 2020), as it focuses on bilateral and multilateral funders. Another United Nations-
relevant guidance document on resourcing WOs is United Nations Foundation, “Financing gender equality: learning from feminist resourcing”, unpublished 
summary, [2024]. It is based on research synthesizing feminist funding knowledge and practices from women’s and feminist funds, activists and United 
Nations stakeholders to “provide insights into global funding for gender equality and feminist movements” that is highly relevant to the United Nations context.

26	 In internal UN Trust Fund annual partner survey reports.

27	 WPHF conducts an annual survey of its partner CSOs – see https://wphfund.org/wphf-global-cso-survey-findings-on-women-peace-and-security-and-
humanitarian-action/.

28	 Berlin Declaration 2023: women peacebuilders, humanitarian responders and human rights defenders call on the world to invest in their work on the 
frontlines (2023).

29	 Vienna Declaration 2020: women peacebuilders and humanitarian actors define key priorities in 2020 and beyond (2020).

30	 Social Development Direct, Thematic Assessment: Assessing Spotlight Initiative’s Contribution to the Engagement of Civil Society, the Implementation of 
‘Leave no one behind’, and Movement building (2024), recommendation 2, p. 126. It also noted the important non-funding role of the United Nations as a 
convener, partnership broker and intermediary in support of WOs (finding 2A).

A growing number of sources have distilled principles 
and recommendations for funders of all kinds on how 
best to support WOs and more marginalized groups 
in particular.23 The 2023–2026 iteration of the Grand 
Bargain, for instance, outlines how its 67 signatories 
(donors, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and 
United Nations agencies) understand quality funding 
(characterized as multi-year and flexible funding), why 
it matters and how it should be scaled up.24

There are a limited number of resources that specifically 
address how WOs would like the United Nations system 
to support them – both as a multilateral institution and as 
a funder.25 Crucial to understanding this are the insights 
provided by grantees and implementing partners, which 
have offered valuable feedback on the changes they 
would like to see in how the United Nations resources 
them. For example, the UN Trust Fund has amassed 
a substantial archive of feedback from its grantee 
partners in civil society over several decades26 as has 

the Women’s Peace and Humanitarian Fund (WPHF).27 
In 2023, the Berlin Declaration was a call to action 
to the international community, including the United 
Nations, from 87 women peacebuilders, humanitarian 
responders and human rights defenders from 
29 crisis– and conflict-affected countries supported 
by WPHF to change existing financial structures and 
mechanisms to support WOs.28 Before this was the 
Vienna Declaration in 2020.29 An independent thematic 
assessment of Spotlight Initiative, conducted at the end 
of its first phase, drew on a range of insights – including 
a year-long civil society-led co-design process – and 
recommended the simplification and harmonization 
of funding, procurement and reporting systems 
across all United Nations agencies to “address power 
imbalances inherent in traditional funding” and “ensure 
accountability to the women’s movement in terms 
of funds disbursement, recruitment processes, and 
reporting/complaints processes”.30
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Synthesizing these insights and those from several United Nations reports, the demands and calls for 
change in the quality and quantity of funding provided to WOs/CSOs are clear and well articulated:

TARGETED FUNDING FOR LOCAL WOs 

Setting specific funding targets for resourcing WOs 
recognizes that “sustained gains in gender equality and 
women’s empowerment are consistently secured through 
bottom-up mobilisation and collective action by gender 
activists”.31 Ensuring support for subnational and grass-
roots WOs can prevent reinforcing inequalities based 
on class, ethnicity, religion and geographic isolation. 
It also ensures that “inequalities between and within 
national women’s organisations, grassroots activists and 
mobilisation efforts are not exacerbated”.32

31	 Pilar Domingo, Kay Soe, Ying Lwin (Naung Latt), Jane Remme and Caitlin 
Williscroft, Claiming spaces: women mobilising for peace and equality in 
Myanmar, p. 22.

32	 Ibid.

FLEXIBLE, LONG-TERM COMMITMENTS

Long-term funding agreements provide WOs with the 
predictability and financial security they need for planning, 
organizational resilience and growth.33 Flexible funding, which 
is not tied to specific deliverables, allows WOs to respond to 
evolving situations, and allocate resources based on their 
priorities and not those of funders.34

33	 WPHF and Spotlight Initiative, A missing brick for sustaining women’s 
movements: flexible institutional funding for local women’s organizations (2021).

34	 Women for Women International, Women’s International League for Peace 
and Freedom and Saferworld, Resourcing change: supporting women’s rights 
organizations in fragile and conflict-affected states (2022), cited in Lucie 
Faucherre, “Lost in translation: unraveling the gap between global commitments 
and funding for women’s organisations in conflict-affected contexts”, UN 
Women study draft report, May 2024.

CORE FUNDING

Core funding is a type of flexible or unrestricted 
financial support for organizational or 
administrative costs (e.g. salaries of non-project 
staff, rent, equipment, communications). It 
enables WOs to “set their own priorities, build 
long-term organisational capacity, and operate 
independently of donor constraints”.35

35	 Lucie Faucherre, “Lost in translation: unraveling the 
gap between global commitments and funding for 
women’s organisations in conflict-affected contexts”, 
p. 6, citing Angelika Arutyunova and Cindy Clark, 
Watering the Leaves, Starving the Roots: The Status of 
Financing for Women’s Rights Organizing and Gender 
Equality, (AWID, 2013).

RESOURCES FOR ORGANIZATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Inclusion of targeted and forward-thinking resources enhances the capacity of WOs to develop their organizational 
functioning, engage strategically in understanding and addressing problems, and foster long-term resilience.
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ACCESSIBILITY 

Simplified funding practices and outreach to women- and girl-led organizations that minimize barriers to grant 
or partnership application, management and reporting make funds more accessible to small and grass-roots 
organizations. Complex and burdensome processes that require large amounts of staff time tend to favour 
well-established organizations with the resources and experience to navigate these processes and can thus 
perpetuate power inequalities.36

36	  Ibid.

This list outlines the core principles that define quality funding 
to WOs/CSOs. The next section provides an overview of existing 
standard funding modalities used in the United Nations system. It 
then turns to the key objective of this rapid review: the identification 
of examples of where and how such quality funding is being 
provided across various United Nations entities.

CHANNEL RESOURCES 
THROUGH PIVOTAL 
INTERMEDIARIES 

 Partnering with other funders in the 
ecosystem, such as women’s funds, 
is also a key strategy to effectively 
support WOs.37 Such funding partners 
may be better equipped than the United 
Nations to reach certain groups (such 
as unregistered or deeply marginalized 
groups), manage certain types of 
funding (such as small or microgrants) 
or provide constituency-specific 
grantee support (e.g. to LGBTQI+ 
women, ethnic and racial minorities). 
This ensures “financial resources reach 
the grassroots level, empowering local 
initiatives, and addressing the distinctive 
needs of communities”.38

37	 Kasia Staszewska, Kellea Miller and Esther Lever, 
Moving More Money to the Drivers of Change: 
How Bilateral and Multilateral Funders Can 
Resource Feminist Movements, pp. 10–11.

38	 Lucie Faucherre, “Lost in translation: unraveling 
the gap between global commitments and 
funding for women’s organisations in conflict-
affected contexts”, p. 6.

IMPORTANCE OF NON-FINANCIAL SUPPORT

Capacity-strengthening and accompanying support, among 
other types of non-funding support, is equally important 
for the sustainability of WOs/CSOs. This includes capacity-
strengthening for organizational resilience, amplification of 
the profile and achievements of WOs/CSOs, and fostering 
connection with other key stakeholders. Meaningful engagement 
of WOs/CSOs in broader advocacy and programming agendas 
is also an important component of non-financial support. Our 
Common Agenda – Report of the Secretary-General calls for 
greater civil society engagement in United Nations processes 
in general,39 and meaningful engagement of WOs in decision-
making and advisory structures, not only to improve programme 
design, implementation and monitoring, but also to strengthen 
such organizations’ advocacy and influencing capacity both 
within and outside of United Nations spaces.

39	 “… what is most needed at this time is to go beyond a consultation and advocacy 
role, and rather for all parts of the United Nations system directly to include civil 
society in their work across all the pillars of our activities. This is about a shift in 
mentality as well as in practice.” Our common agenda – report of the Secretary 
General (United Nations publication, 2021), p. 75.
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United Nations funding modalities

40	 For instance, WPHF’s Window for Women Human Rights Defenders and Rapid Response Window on Women’s Participation in Peace Processes and the 
Implementation of Peace Agreements offer direct support for travel costs or interpretation for local WOs or representatives to attend decision-making 
spaces or to provide individual protection and support during crisis response.

The United Nations distributes funds to civil society 
actors, broadly speaking, using different modalities. 
This review focused on two of the primary modalities – 
partnership agreements and grant making – to identify 
factors that enable or inhibit the ability of the United 
Nations to provide quality resources to WOs/CSOs. 

There are other ways of supporting the work and voice 
of WOs/CSOs, including funding their participation and 
protection through mechanisms such as direct support 
or rapid grants through partnerships with international 
non-governmental organizations (INGOs), however, 
these were not explored in this review.40

PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENTS

Partnership agreements are used to  
distribute most of the funding from the 
United Nations to WOs/CSOs. A partnership 
agreement is used to fund a specific set  

of deliverables (e.g. those under a country programme  
or agency strategy) whereby WOs/CSOs become 
implementing partners to the United Nations agencies. 
There are some common requirements for WOs/ 
CSOs under partnership agreements, such as formal 
registration and a demonstrable financial audit history. 
Many United Nations agencies have different types  
of partnership agreements for larger and smaller 
organizations that allow for different funding amounts. 

However, generally, the above requirements to apply  
for funds remain the same and processes can be 
burdensome, especially for small organizations. There 
are also several differences between agreements that 
are governed by the United Nations agency’s specific 
policies and priorities. For example, such policies govern 
the types of templates and procedures WOs/CSOs must 
use to apply for and report on funding, which vary from 
agency to agency. Many of the examples of quality 
funding practices included in this paper – in which the 
administrative burden is reduced – stem from specific 
programmes or isolated cases of exemptions to 
partnership agreement policy and procedures.
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GRANTS

41	 Sometimes the funding agency or grant-making entity may set a broad-issue area or objective (such as the UN Trust Fund, which focuses on ending violence 
against women and girls).

Grants differ from partnership agreements 
in that their primary objective is to resource 
an organization – usually for its own internal 
development, or to deliver an activity that 

the organization has defined41 – rather than to meet 
deliverables set by a funder. Granting modalities vary 
widely across the United Nations and depend on the 
mechanism for granting and the size of the grants.

United Nations agencies’ grant giving programmes can 
be specifically designed to fund WO/CSOs. They include 
small-grant programmes and often have capacity-
strengthening and other services as a core component 
of the support provided.

Multi-stakeholder or inter-agency pooled funds receive 
funding from Member States and/or other donors that are 
pooled together into one fund and can be either granted 
to WOs/CSOs or allocated to United Nations agencies for 
joint programming.

If a pooled funding mechanism is established with the 
aim of supporting civil society, such as the UN Trust 
Fund or WPHF, it has the autonomy to design strategic 
plans and, to some extent, adopt funding practices that 
are more responsive to the specific needs of WOs/CSOs 
and more aligned with feminist funding principles found 
within the broader feminist funding ecosystem. For 
example, the UN Trust Fund was not originally designed 

to fund WOs/CSOs exclusively, however, it has evolved 
to do so in response to advocacy from civil society. This 
demonstrates the autonomy that some pooled funding 
mechanisms have to reassert their strategic priorities 
and be more agile over time. Another example of the 
flexibility is the ability for funds to be more flexible in 
crisis and conflict settings, for example both UN Trust 
Fund and WPHF have tailored adaptations which allow 
for the ability to pivot in times of crisis.

Another type of pooled funding mechanism is an inter-
agency Secretary-General’s fund – like Spotlight Initiative 
(or the Secretary-General’s Peacebuilding Fund, which 
was not included in this rapid review) – which supports 
United Nations development system reform, including 
inter-agency financing mechanisms to streamline 
reporting to donors. However, at the country programme 
level, funding to WOs/CSOs is typically governed by the 
recipient United Nations agency’s funding policies and 
guidelines, unless the pooled funding mechanism uses 
a global United Nations grant-making mechanism. For 
example, Spotlight Initiative used the UN Trust Fund to 
channel funds directly to women’s rights organizations 
(WROs) and CSOs globally, bypassing the usual 
partnership agreement modalities used by individual 
United Nations agencies. This kind of partnership 
approach can work if the funds are not earmarked for 
a particular country or region, but rather for a thematic 
issue, such as ending violence against women and girls.
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SECTION 2

FINDINGS 
FROM RAPID 
REVIEW

This section highlights 
both institutional barriers and 

exemplary practices within the 
United Nations system in providing 

quality funding to WOs/CSOs, 
including examples of how agencies 

navigated or overcame existing 
institutional barriers.



Institutional barriers to funding WOs/CSOs

42	 United Nations Sustainable Development Group System-Wide Evaluation Office, Final Evaluation of Spotlight Initiative (2017–2023) (2024).

43	  Fran Girling, Overhead cost allocation in the humanitarian sector (IASC, 2022).

This rapid review aimed to identify best practices 
for resourcing WOs, and in doing so, found common 
challenges across United Nations agencies, funds and 
programmes. These common challenges include:

•• Complexity and lack of coordination in United
Nations funding

•• Absence of standardized terms and definitions for
WOs and comprehensive funding tracking

•• Misalignment between programme goals and legal 
and compliance rules

•• Lack of common agreement about how best the
United Nations system can resource civil society

Understanding these challenges is crucial to effectively 
resourcing WOs/CSOs, as it provides context for the 
exemplary practices that have emerged against the 
backdrop of these prevailing institutional barriers.

COMPLEXITY AND LACK OF COORDINATION IN UNITED NATIONS FUNDING

Feedback from civil society consistently highlights 
complexity and a lack of harmonization across 
the United Nations funding system as barriers to 
effective resourcing. This complexity spans across 
the funding process – from accessing information and 
understanding how to apply to calls for proposals, to 
navigating burdensome application processes and 
systems, and to finally managing and reporting on 
funding if an organization succeeds in becoming a 
partner or obtaining a grant. Furthermore, the lack of 
coordination across the United Nations system, even 
within joint programmes, presents several challenges 
for civil society. WOs/CSOs must navigate the distinct 
procedures and requirements of each agency, fund or 
programme. Although the United Nations Partner Portal 
has helped to consolidate some elements of different 
agency requirements, such as the results of partner risk 
assessments, many administrative requirements remain 
unique to each UN Agency.

The lack of coordinated systems and funding practices 
is especially evident at country and regional levels, 
when WOs/CSOs may be accessing funding from 
different United Nations agencies or funds with very 
different processes, systems and management, even 
in a joint programme aimed at supporting development 

system reform. Several interviewees noted that there is 
currently limited coordination, especially at a national 
level, between global trust funds and existing national 
United Nations-led programming to ensure a high level 
of synergy. For example, a key finding from the final 
evaluation of first phase of Spotlight Initiative was 
that the lack of harmonization between the different 
procurement, cash management and reporting 
processes of recipient United Nations organizations 
was frustrating and time consuming for implementing 
partners (whether governments or civil society) and led 
to perceived inefficiencies and confusion.42

Furthermore, there are varying practices related to 
indirect or overhead costs, which is a significant 
challenge for WOs/CSOs in ensuring all their costs 
associated with programme delivery are covered. 
Recent research by the IASC found that only four of the 
eight United Nations agencies mapped in the research 
had policies that set out a percentage or percentage 
range of indirect costs that local partners were eligible 
to claim (the four agencies with policies were the 
United Nations Refugee Agency (UNHCR), UN Women, 
the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) and the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM)).43
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The lack of an overarching coordinated approach across 
the United Nations system also has implications beyond 
specific contexts and on the smooth functioning of the 
wider funding ecosystem. There are no overarching 
guides that provide up-to-date information on the different 
funding modalities and streams available for WOs/CSOs, 
for instance, whether at a country, regional or global level. 
Interviewees noted that this absence made identifying 
follow-on United Nations funding opportunities for 
their partners a tedious and manual process that has 
to be done country by country, even as United Nations 
system employees.

Another negative outcome from the lack of coordinated 
funding processes is that WOs/CSOs may be eligible for 
similar types of funding all at once, rather than through a 
phased approach that would better support the availability 
of longer-term funding and more sustained programming. 
UN Women Afghanistan shared such a challenge whereby 
they and several other United Nations agencies provided 
small grants of two years each that all covered the same 

44	 Lucie Faucherre, “Lost in translation: unraveling the gap between global commitments and funding for women’s organisations in conflict-affected contexts.”

time period, resulting in many WOs/CSOs then timing out of 
these funding streams with very limited options to continue 
their programming. Although many of these time pressures 
and the lack of coordinated development strategies 
originate with donors, the United Nations system could 
strengthen its advocacy for sustained and phased funding, 
and improve coordination and communication among 
United Nations entities at a country and regional level.

Challenges also exist at a more basic level. Some United 
Nations agencies shared that partnership agreement 
templates and documents are often not translated into 
official or local languages, hindering local partners’ ability 
to fully understand partnership clauses and requirements. 
Additionally, confusion around funding modalities and 
mechanisms results in uncertainty, which is even felt inside 
the United Nations system. Many interviewees expressed 
uncertainty about their own agency’s options, procedures 
and available partnership modalities (including about the 
lack of a grant-making policy in one agency) to resource 
civil society.

ABSENCE OF STANDARDIZED TERMS AND DEFINITIONS FOR WOS AND COMPREHENSIVE 
FUNDING TRACKING

The terms and definitions used to define the civil society 
and women’s groups who work on addressing gender 
inequality vary significantly across the United Nations 
system. The United Nations System Wide Gender Equality 
Acceleration Plan and UN Women Strategic Plan 2022–
2025 use the term “women’s organizations”. Agencies 
and programmes operating in the humanitarian space 
have defined and commonly use the term “women-led 
organizations”, building on definitions from the Grand 
Bargain and localization agenda. However, in peace 
and development contexts, the terms used are agency-
specific and include “women’s rights organizations”, 
“women and girls’ rights organizations”, “forcibly 
displaced and stateless women-led organizations” 
(used by UNHCR) and “feminist organizations” (used by 
the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). See 
Annex 2 for definitions of terms currently used.

The absence of standardized terms and 
definitions across the United Nations 
system prevents a comprehensive 
assessment of which WOs are being 
resourced and supported by United Nations 
agencies and how this is being done. 

This lack of consistency also complicates data 
comparison across different United Nations agencies 
and funds. For example, to the table below, which is 
based on the available information, shows the resources 
provided by certain United Nations agencies and funds 
in conflict-affected contexts in 2023.44
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UNITED NATIONS AGENCY OR FUND ALLOCATIONS TO WOs IN 2023

United Nations 
agency or fund Allocations to WOs

UN Trust Fund 
to End Violence  
Against Women

Managed a grant portfolio totaling $92.1 million. 100% of grant recipients were 
CSOs, of which, 65% were WROs and 96% were WLOs45

Country-Based 
Pooled Funds

Provided around $56 million of funding for addressing violence against women and 
girls, of which 6% went to local or national WOs46

United Nations 
Central Emergency 
Response Fund (CERF)

Provided a $25 million block grant to support addressing violence against women 
and girls to UNFPA and UN Women, of which more than 40% went to WOs47

UN Women Allocated around $52.3 million to WOs, including $37.9 million from the WPHF to 
support local WOs in crisis and conflict settings48

UNICEF Transferred $2.99 billion to partners ($1.055 billion of that in humanitarian contexts), 
of which local CSOs led by women received 5% or $160.3 million ($82.5 million of 
that in humanitarian contexts)49

Spotlight Initiative Allocated 48% of the total funds raised or $190 million to CSOs as of December 
2022. Of this 73% ($127 million) went to WOs. Overall, across Spotlight Initiative’s 
portfolio, $48 million or 15% of activity funds has been allocated to pillar 6 of the 
initiative, reaching women’s movements and grass-roots feminist organizations50

UNHCR Allocated $190 million to WLOs for key protection and assistance programmes

45	 Report of the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women on the activities of the United Nations Trust Fund in support of actions 
to eliminate violence against women (A/HRC/56/21–E/CN.6/2024/8), para. 4. The report uses a narrower definition of women’s rights organizations than 
that used in this paper. The figure from the report pertains only to those organizations that self-identify as WROs, and does not include WLOs.

46	 Based on the UN-SWAP reporting system.

47	 Samuel Hall, Evaluation of UNFPA/UN Women GBV 2-year Central Emergency Response Fund (CERF) Allocation (2023), pp. 18–19.

48	 Based on the United Nations System-Wide Action Plan on Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN-SWAP) reporting system.

49	 Annual report on the implementation of the UNICEF Gender Action Plan, 2022–2025 (E/ICEF/2024/17), para. 69.. This figure is derived from vendor master 
data from UNICEF SAP systems, in which each vendor record is classified by partner type and CSO type. Cash transfers to these partners are then monitored 
based on these classifications. For additional layers of classification – such as faith-based, women-led or youth – data is cross-referenced with the UN 
Partner Portal; each CSO record in the portal is identified using the SAP vendor number as the unique identifier.

50	 Spotlight Initiative, Global Annual Narrative Progress Report: 01 January 2022 – 31 December 2022 (2023), p. 13.
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This information shows how difficult it is to understand 
or compare how different agencies and programmes 
categorize and fund the local partners they resource 
with the use of different terminologies for WOs and non-
uniform ways of tracking funding.

Even at the agency level, tracking systems are still in 
their early stages and follow different approaches. 
UNFPA reported that it continues to exceed its Grand 
Bargain localization commitment. In 2023, 35 per cent 
($141.5 million) of its humanitarian expenses went 
directly to local and national partners; of this, 38 per 
cent ($55.4 million) went to WOs. UNDP’s reporting 
system is identifying the number of country offices that 
have partnerships with feminist organizations (108 and 
106 country offices in 2022 and 2023 respectively) and 
is working on amending the tracking system further 
to know whether these are funding partnerships and 
the amounts of funding. The United Nations Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) is 
currently mapping how many partnership agreements 
it has with civil society, and how many of these are with 
WOs, across Country-Based Pooled Funds. UNHCR 
has met the Grand Bargain localization commitment. In 
2023, it provided $190 million directly to local or national 
women-led organizations and WROs.51 UN Women’s 
tracking system – the Partner and Grant Agreement 
Management System – allows the organization to have 
detailed reports of funding to WOs. This includes an 
organization-wide dashboard that offers views filtered 
by region, country, donor and thematic link, among 
other classifications. This system is dynamic and 
constantly updated, and provides monthly reports for 
the UN Women team.

The UN Partner Portal,52 designed as the central 
platform for partnership engagement across the United 
Nations system, has significant tracking limitations. 
Awareness of its existence among United Nations staff 
is inconsistent; several interviewees were unfamiliar 

51	 Grand Bargain self reporting 2024. Available at https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/2024-09/UNHCR%20-%20Grand%20
Bargain%20Self%20Reporting%202024_0.pdf.

52	 See https://www.unpartnerportal.org/landing/.

with it. The platform lacks the capability to automatically 
disaggregate data and to provide detailed information 
on participating partners, making it difficult to determine 
how many WOs are engaged in partnerships with the 
United Nations system or how much funding they 
have received.

Although WLO was recently added to the portal as a 
category, it has limitations. Designation as a WLO is 
based on a self-identification process without quality 
controls, and its introduction occurred without 
communication to partners already registered on the 
portal, which were not prompted to update their status. 
UNFPA and UNHCR are reportedly advocating for such 
a communication to be issued, which could help to 
establish a reliable baseline of how many organizations 
registered in the portal are WLOs. However, this will still 
be incomplete as not all WOs resourced by the United 
Nations system are included in the portal.

A more significant challenge is tracking 
how much funding each WLO receives, 
which would provide more valuable data. 
Currently, the UN Partner Portal lacks 
the interoperability and integration with 
the financial systems of various United 
Nations agencies needed to provide these 
data, compounding the limitations in 
tracking WO funding data.

Interviewees consistently emphasized the critical 
importance of applying an intersectional lens to data 
collection and analysis of funding for WOs, while 
also acknowledging the significant challenges this 
entails. For example, UNHCR stressed the need to be 
able to track the number of Refugee WLOs in the UN 
Partner Portal receiving funding and the amount of 
funding received, and UNICEF expressed interest in 
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identifying partners that were focused on girls’ rights 
or led by adolescent girls. This level of granularity is 
essential to fully understand which organizations are 
being resourced and the scale of financial support 
organizations are receiving. However, achieving this 
degree of precision is beyond the capabilities of current 
United Nations systems, even at the agency level.

53	  Kasia Staszewska, Kellea Miller and Esther Lever, Moving More Money to the Drivers of Change: How Bilateral and Multilateral Funders Can Resource 
Feminist Movements, p. 15.

Without comparable data on funding 
to WOs, it remains unclear how much 
financial support is being directed to 
these organizations across the United 
Nations system.

MISALIGNMENT BETWEEN PROGRAMME GOALS AND LEGAL AND COMPLIANCE RULES

A recurring challenge is a disconnect between 
programmatic and legal and compliance functions 
within the United Nations system, which complicates 
efforts to deliver effective and quality funding to 
WOs/CSOs. All interviewees represented programme 
divisions and expressed a strong commitment to 
finding better ways to channel resources to WOs/CSOs, 
recognizing the central role of civil society in achieving 
their programmatic and strategic objectives.

Alongside programme divisions are legal and 
compliance functions, which are designed to ensure 
risks are appropriately managed and programmes 
comply with donor requirements. Donors often impose 
restrictions and requirements to ensure fiduciary and 
programmatic accountability for funds. 

These restrictions and requirements are passed from the 
United Nations on to WOs, which can reinforce existing 
power dynamics or capacity constraints. In addition, 
donors often insist on results at a scale that many WOs 
are not designed to deliver as their engagement strategies 
and approaches are often at a more grass-roots level. 
This can serve as a disincentive to funding WOs.

This approach to risk management has been critiqued 
by civil society advocates. For example, a report by 
Mama Cash and AWID cites “formulaic approaches 
to due diligence and mitigating risk” as one of the key 
“stumbling blocks” identified by bilateral and multilateral 
donors in their attempts to better resource feminist 
movements and one that may contribute to existing 
power imbalances. The report notes that:

	“ Funding is often predicated on requirements around budget size, 

proof of financial audits, legal registration, short-term measurable impact, 

and other factors that may miss the reality of how movements work, 

mobilise, and organise. Due diligence systems manage perceived risk, 

rather than addressing real risk or recognising that ‘safe’ programmes may 

maintain the status quo and, as such, increase the risk that inequality will 

not be challenged or changed.53
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This tension between programmatic 
goals, risk and compliance requirements, 
and donor demands frequently limits the 
ability to identify flexible and efficient 
ways for the United Nations system to 
distribute resources to WOs/CSOs. 

Notably, many of the better practices highlighted in this 
review are the result of negotiated exemptions between 
programmatic and legal and compliance teams, often 
following months, or even years, of negotiation. This 
underscores the systemic friction that impedes more 
streamlined approaches to funding WOs/CSOs.

Although there are no simple solutions to resolving 
this tension, an example of a funding practice working 
through this tension is UNHCR’s grant programme, 
which brought programme and compliance divisions 
together to design the grant policy in a way that would 
achieve programmatic goals and risk and compliance 
management requirements. There is also much to be 
learned from recent practice shifts among progressive 
government and private funders that have reframed their 
approach to risk. A growing number of such donors have 
innovated new funding modalities and initiatives that 
challenge overly restrictive approaches to risk mitigation. 
For example, the multi-partner AmplifyChange fund 
built into its design “a risk analysis and mitigation 
system of working with small and informal grassroots 
organisations. The system created safety in numbers, 
as the majority of small organisations perform well and 
risks of non-performance are spread across grantees”. 
Funding to small and new organizations begins with 
small amounts, tying renewals to performance, and 
approximately 20 per cent of grantees have graduated 
to a higher level of funding over the time the model 
has been used.54

54	  Ibid, p. 33.

55	  See https://www.unwomen.org/en/about-us/procurement/gender-responsive-procurement.

56	 Ibid. The potential impact of such a goal is substantial, given that the overall procurement volume (goods and services combined) of United Nations 
organizations in 2023 was $24.9 billion (https://unsceb.org/pn).

57	  Ibid.

Another example of how United Nations agencies have 
worked together to align gender equality goals and 
legal or compliance functions is in the development 
of a model policy framework for gender-responsive 
procurement.55 In 2019, an inter-agency task force was 
established under the Procurement Network of the High-
Level Committee on Management to develop the model 
policy, along with its associated templates, tools and 
indicators, and capacity-building for implementation. 
The project sought to leverage “purchasing and sourcing 
opportunities to promote gender equality”.56 Importantly, 
it included not only “gender-responsive measures at all 
stages and tiers of procurement and the supply chain” 
but also redefined due diligence and risk. It suggests 
that due diligence comprises approaches “to identify 
and mitigate risks to gender equality, including women’s 
rights and non-discrimination, as well as to identify 
opportunities to advance gender mainstreaming in the 
supply chain”.57
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LACK OF COMMON AGREEMENT ABOUT HOW BEST THE UNITED NATIONS SYSTEM CAN 
RESOURCE CIVIL SOCIETY

The interviews revealed a lack of consensus on how 
the United Nations system should support WOs 
marginalized by their own governments. A great deal 
of work on prevention of violence, gender justice, and 
sexual and reproductive health and rights is often tied 
into broader democracy and human rights advocacy. 
The close connection between women’s rights 
movements and larger social justice, democratic and 
human rights movements frequently puts these activists 
and organizations in direct conflict with conservative 
governments. This is especially true when organizations 
advocate on contested issues (such as land rights 
and Indigenous self-determination) or the rights of 
populations who may be criminalized, such as sex 
workers or LGBTQI+ women.

Given the relationship of the United Nations with 
Member States, United Nations entities, especially 
at the national level, can be reluctant to fully support 

such organizations, out of concern that to do so might 
create tensions with host governments, despite the 
United Nations agenda to influence Member States to 
adopt laws and policies based on international laws 
and standards. Many interviewees stated that they 
are unable to fund unregistered groups for this very 
reason. However, UNHCR has been able to navigate 
this issue and fund unregistered groups through its 
grant programme. It shared that this tension was only 
present in a handful of contexts (see the example 
under Reducing administrative burdens to accessing 
and managing funding). This reality, coupled with the 
relatively burdensome funding requirements of the 
United Nations, can mean that organizations led by those 
experiencing intersecting forms of marginalization, 
which are often unregistered, are effectively shut out 
from accessing United Nations funding.

Exemplary funding practices for funding WOs/CSOs
This rapid review identified five key funding practices 
related to resource distribution and support that reflect 
a responsive approach to the priorities of, and provide 
quality funding to, WOs/CSOs within the United Nations 
system. The five key funding practices are:

•	•	Intentional targeting and prioritization of WOs

•	•	Core, flexible and longer-term funding

•	•	Reducing administrative burdens to accessing and 
managing funding

•	•	Trusting and equitable relationships

•	•	Strengthening WOs/CSOs beyond funding

Each of these key funding practices plays a crucial 
role in effectively channeling resources and support to 
WOs/CSOs. Although each funding practice is unpacked 

individually in this section, they are highly interconnected 
and interdependent. Several examples demonstrate how 
these funding practices work together to provide a more 
comprehensive approach to resource allocation, better 
addressing the needs of WOs/CSOs.

Although this was not an exhaustive search, the examples 
presented reflect the practices or principles essential to 
providing quality funding and support to WOs/CSOs. 

The examples showcase promising practices across 
the United Nations system, illustrating what is 
possible. Although insufficient currently, they provide 
the scaffolding needed for the United Nations system 
to adopt a guide, support, and ultimately fulfil the 
transformational goals of the United Nations System 
Wide Gender Equality Acceleration Plan and broader 
United Nations commitments to support WOs/CSOs to 
advance gender equality.
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The following sections provide summaries of the 
exemplary practices identified through this rapid review 
and the key lessons that emerged from each of the five 

58	  This is later expanded on in Strengthening WOs/CSOs beyond funding.

key funding practice areas. More detailed summaries of 
the exemplary practices are provided in Annex 4.

INTENTIONAL TARGETING AND PRIORITIZATION OF WOs

One hallmark of the exemplary practices identified 
through this rapid review is an intentional effort to 
channel resources to WOs, including at a local and 
grass-roots level. This prioritization was identified 
in favourable policies, calls for proposals, special 
windows of grant-making mechanisms and joint 
programme targets. 

The examples reveal the importance, and 
some challenges, of an intentional focus 
and setting targets to partner with WOs/
CSOs, as well as where technical and 
programme United Nations staff manually 
work to ensure WOs are prioritized.

Several examples of intentional targeting and prioritization of WOs were identified during the review:

•	•	The UN Trust Fund and WPHF are two pooled grant-
making mechanisms established as trust funds and 
with partner criteria that specifically prioritize WOs 
across the entirety of their strategic plans. The two 
global funds are specifically designed to fund WOs, 
and have women and girls as their core change 
agents to reach. The funds are clearly committed 
to the principles of quality funding, ensuring that 
resources are delivered in a way that meets the 
unique needs of WOs. Both mechanisms recognize 
that for WOs to successfully manage United Nations 
funding, they often require accompaniment and 
capacity-strengthening, which both funds provide, 
although through different approaches.

	» The UN Trust Fund provides intensive day-to-day 
accompaniment and a range of tailored services to 
partners as its Secretariat itself directly manages 
its grants. These services include technical 
guidance on ending violence against women and 
girls, project management and related operational 
support, knowledge production and exchange 
opportunities, and support on communications 

and visibility, as well as a capacity-development 
package and in-person workshop for new partners, 
and dedicated webinars.

	» WPHF includes capacity-strengthening as a 
central part of its approach and programming. 
It does this at two levels. At the global level, it 
does so through the WPHF Global Learning 
Hub, which provides training, peer exchanges 
and peer-learning grants (on thematic areas 
and programming, resource mobilization and 
organizational capacity). At the country level, it 
does so through dedicated funding to support 
WO partners in tailored capacity-strengthening. 
WPHF works with United Nations country offices 
(not limited to UN Women and UNFPA) to conduct 
capacity-strengthening projects mainly focused 
on supporting WOs to successfully implement 
their interventions, increase their capacity, and 
enhance their governance, administrative and 
management structures and policies, based on 
capacity assessments.58
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•• Spotlight Initiative is a pooled funding mechanism
that sets a target of 30 to 50 per cent of funding
being earmarked for CSOs, especially WOs.
Through different strategies, it achieved 49 per
cent by the end of its first phase. Of this 49 per cent,
70 per cent went to WOs and 49 per cent was for
organizations receiving United Nations funding for
the first time. The funding was distributed through
United Nations agencies, and it was not possible to
identify during this review how the different United
Nations agencies supported these new partners to
successfully manage the funding. Some funding
was also channeled through the UN Trust Fund
and WPHF, which provided support to partners as
outlined above.

•• There are examples of funding for which, due
to the influence and support of gender-focused
staff, applications from WOs are weighted more
favorably. For example, IOM’s Rapid Response Fund
(RRF) included partner criteria that are weighted
to WLOs. In addition, technical staff specializing in
addressing violence against women and girls review 
proposals and help to facilitate actors and women-
led partners receiving funding. In another example, a 
Gender Standby Capacity Project Adviser deployed
to Ukraine worked with the Country-Based Pooled
Funds team to adapt the review process to place
greater weight on the gender equality aspects of
applications thus prioritizing more WOs for funding.

•• United Nations agency policies play a big role in
determining the focus of and access to resources.
For example, UNFPA’s partnership policy directs
its offices to give “special attention” to WLOs when
identifying implementing partners. The UN Women 
Programme Partner Policy establishes a series of
principles for partner engagement. The first of these
is gender equality and women’s empowerment:
“5.1 a) Gender equality and women empowerment
considerations: UN Women encourages its
Programme Partners to take into account gender
considerations, particularly in the governance and
management structures of partner organizations.”
UNDP’s Programme & Operations Policies &
Procedures provides explicit operational guidance
on how to understand and use micro-capital grants
and low-value grants to serve marginalized groups,
including support to WO, as a commitment to the
SDG Agenda’s leave no one behind principle and can
be further leveraged to resource WOs.
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•	•	Several agencies shared that their partnership 
agreements encourage consortium-based 
applications and allow subgrants to other partners 
as deliberate strategies to make United Nations 
funding more accessible to a wider group. However, a 
more granular analysis is required to understand the 
parameters for which partnership clauses get handed 
down to all consortium members or subgrantees.

•	•	Although there has been a push to prioritize funding 
for local actors in humanitarian aid, there has been 
a lack of clear targets and focus specifically on 
funding WOs, and limited comprehensive tracking 
mechanisms. The Grand Bargain set a goal to provide 
25 per cent of funding to local responders, but only 
recently began to include indicators tracking funding 
specifically to WLOs. The absence of a gender or 
intersectional lens in funding targets has likely 
affected funding distribution and tracking of funding, 
with some agencies unsure exactly how much of 
their funding goes to WLOs. Partnerships are tracked 

through the UN Partner Portal, which can capture 
WLO partnerships, but this relies on self-reporting by 
the partner. It is not possible to distinguish between 
organizations that are not WLOs and those that 
did not answer the question. Partnerships are also 
tracked through agency-specific tracking systems 
such as that of UN Women and UNICEF. The UNDP 
tracking system tracks who it is partnering with but 
not financial amounts. The UN Trust Fund, WPHF and 
Spotlight Initiative also have their own unique tracking 
systems. UNDP gathers information from its gender 
equality seals programme with country offices 
on partnerships with WOs and their substantive 
influence, to complement corporate reporting; the 
programme is reviewing its benchmarks to consider 
ways to enhance emphasis on WO partnerships in 
the next phase. OCHA is manually reviewing where 
its pooled funds are resourcing WOs. None of these 
United Nations systems communicate with each 
other, so a full picture of United Nations funding to 
WOs remains unclear and reliant on manual review.

Several lessons related to the intentional targeting and prioritization of WOs also emerged  
from the review:

•	•	Pooled funding mechanisms that are set up 
specifically to resource WOs/CSOs can provide 
United Nations funding most closely aligned with the 
principles of quality funding.

•	•	Planning for and allocating resources for capacity-
strengthening is crucial, especially for smaller 
organizations or those new to United Nations funding 
(see Strengthening WOs/CSOs beyond funding for 
more discussion).

•	•	Intentional policies, targeting and setting clear 
criteria that prioritize WOs work and should be  
scaled up.

•	•	Partnership agreement modalities that allow for 
consortium-based groups to apply for United Nations 
funding or that allow for subgranting to smaller 

organizations may be a promising approach to make 
United Nations funding more accessible.

•	•	It is essential that targets, especially those related 
to the localization agenda and tracking systems, 
apply an intersectional lens and disaggregate data to 
monitor progress in resourcing diverse WOs and that 
the United Nations system refines its current tracking 
systems to enable interoperability, especially with the 
UN Partner Portal.

•	•	Gender-focused staff within United Nations agencies 
are instrumental in guiding and influencing decision-
making, however, this remains, ad hoc and manual, 
rather than institutionalized, process and, although 
necessary with the current institutional barriers, is 
unlikely to lead to systemic changes on its own.
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CORE, FLEXIBLE AND LONGER-TERM FUNDING

CSOs consistently request core, flexible and longer-term 
funding from donors, including United Nations agencies. 
For this rapid review, the following definitions, adapted 
from the UN Trust Fund, were applied:

•	•	Core funding (also referred to as unrestricted or 
institutional funding) is flexible funding that can be 
used for general operations. Core funds contribute 
to the realization of the organization’s mission and 
vision, supporting organizational development 
processes the organization is committed to. 
This funding covers essential expenses, such as 
personnel, equipment and rent, that are necessary 
for the organization’s sustainability. Although core 
funding may overlap with project-specific costs, it 
is not exclusively tied to a project.

•	•	Flexible funding allows CSOs and WROs to set their 
own priorities (based on demand-driven needs); 
respond to changing circumstances, needs and 
opportunities; and cover their essential operating 
costs. How flexible funding is operationalized varies 
across agencies, funds and programmes. For some 
United Nations entities, flexible funding refers to 
specific budget categories beyond the indirect cost 
line or to no restrictions on personal costs included 
in a budget. For others, flexible funding may be the 
practice of providing no-cost extensions or renewing 
contracts to work around 12-month funding cycles 
while still allowing for continued programming.

By providing organizations with core and flexible funding, 
funders empower organizations to pursue their missions 
without being constrained by project-based funding or 

donor-driven interests. This demand-driven approach 
to funding reflects an understanding that organizations 
themselves are best equipped to respond to the 
injustices and inequalities in their community, rather 
than fulfilling the strategic priorities of United Nations 
agencies, which may or may not be aligned.

Although the rapid review did not delve deeply into the 
different practices and definitions of overhead and 
indirect costs, variation across agencies was evident 
and inevitably has a negative impact on the ability of 
WO/CSO partners to cover their organizational costs, 
and navigate through different practices.

In addition, WOs/COs often have long-term missions 
to advance social change that cannot be achieved in 
6- or 12-month periods. A consistent piece of feedback 
from civil society was for longer funding timelines that 
allow organizations to implement sustained activities 
and programming over the years needed to achieve 
meaningful change. When combined with core funding, 
longer timelines allow organizations to sustainably grow, 
moving beyond short-term, project-based horizons.

This rapid review identified longer funding time frames 
within grant-making mechanisms like the UN Trust 
Fund (which provides funds for up to four years) and 
WPHF (which provides funds for up to two years). 
Many United Nations agencies, however, noted that 
time frame restrictions come from donors, particularly 
within humanitarian funding streams. Some United 
Nations agencies try to manage these through repeated 
awards to partners.

Several examples of core, flexible and longer-term funding were identified during the review:

•	•	In terms of flexible funding: 

	» Both the UN Trust Fund and WPHF are demand-
driven, meaning that flexibility is inherent at the 
application stage. Grantees then have the ability to 
reallocate funds between budget lines in response 
to evolving circumstances.

	» WPHF also has flexible funding through a ded-
icated core and institutional funding stream 
(discussed below).

	» The UN Trust Fund uses specific budget catego-
ries to build flexible and core funding into all its 
grantee’s budgets (also discussed below).
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•	•	With regard to core funding:

	» UN Women’s small-grant modality provides up to 
$30,000 for one year and a maximum of $60,000 
across the lifetime of a CSO. The modality is a 
mechanism for providing a small-scale catalytic 
contribution to expand institutional capacities of 
grass-roots-level CSOs, enabling them to drive 
significant change towards gender equality and 
women’s empowerment, and evolve as potential 
programme partners for the future. The focus 
is on strengthening organizations’ institutional 
capacities. In Afghanistan, this modality was 
used for grants of up to $60,000 for two years 
(in this case, only the first phase of $15,000 was 
core funding and the remaining $45,000 was to 
undertake a simple project defined by the grantee).

	» UNFPA similarly has a grant policy with the same 
upper limit ($30,000 per year) to build internal 
capacity (so provides entirely core funding), 
which CSOs may access only twice. UNFPA 
also provides non-financial support to develop a 
capacity-building plan.

	» Since 2020, WPHF has a dedicated core and 
institutional funding stream for up to a two-year 
grant of between $2,500 and $30,000. This is in 
addition to its programmatic funding stream, in 
which the only core funding category is indirect 
costs, which are limited to 7 per cent under UN 
Women policy (although there is no limit to staffing 
costs, these are project-specific and so are not 
technically core funding). In addition, through its 
Global Learning Hub, WPHF also provides very 
flexible grants of up to $10,000 to foster peer 
learning between its CSO partners.

	» UN Trust Fund grants all allow a maximum of 
15 per cent of project activity funds to be allocated 
to core costs. These are categorized as indirect 
costs, general operating and other direct costs, 

contingency, self and collective care (up to $7,500), 
and capacity development and knowledge exchange 
(up to $5,000). For small grants specifically 
(between $100,000 and $250,000) this allowance 
rises to 27 per cent of project activity funds.

	» In support of the localization agenda, as of October 
2022, UNICEF considers 7 per cent of the funding 
for a project or partnership as cost recovery for 
local CSOs. This was previously only provided 
to international organizations. The 7 per cent 
can be spent on any relevant needs of the local 
organization – for instance, to cover expenses 
such as insurance, banking, financial systems or 
human resources – and the local organization is 
not expected to account for individual components 
of the expenditure.

•	•	In terms of longer-term funding, as of 2024, the  
UN Trust Fund provides grants of up to four years  
duration, the only known mechanism in the 
United Nations system providing such long-term, 
predictable funding to its CSO partners.

•	•	A common donor concern is about measuring the 
impact of institutional grants to support operational 
costs and address non-programmatic needs. To 
challenge this concern, WPHF worked with its 
partners to define and report results through metrics 
like organizational sustainability, staff retention, 
adoption of adaptive strategies and capacity-
building, using simplified, demand-driven indicators 
that align with feminist monitoring and evaluation 
principles. Similarly, as the UN Trust Fund to End 
Violence against Women Strategic Plan 2021–2025 
includes a focus on supporting CSOs and WROs to 
improve organizational resilience and adaptability 
to crises, it has included an indicator that it tracks 
and reports on annually to inform learning about 
what determines organizational resilience and 
adaptability for WOs/CSOs.
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Several lessons related to core, flexible and longer-term funding also emerged from the review:

59	  IASC Results Group 5 on Humanitarian Funding, IASC guidance on the provision of overheads to local and national partners, (IASC, 2022).

•	•	Relatively large percentages of flexible and core 
funding enabled grantees, such as those of the UN 
Trust Fund, to enhance organizational resilience, 
and their capacity to mobilize additional resources.

•	•	Restricting small (and core or institutional) grants to 
first-time partners, or limiting the number of times 
an organization may apply for such grants, may 
reduce the effectiveness of these grants, especially 
when coupled with short funding time frames. 
Organizational strengthening often requires more 
time than the funding period covers.

•	•	Improved coordination among United Nations 
agencies could help to boost financial sustainability 
and prevent periods of funding scarcity. This could 
be achieved by consistent coordination of United 
Nations programming, staggering small-grant 
programmes that offer core and flexible funding, 
and ensuring better sequencing and overlap of 
funding periods.

•	•	All United Nations funding entities should have a 
clear policy on the percentage of funding that WO/
CSO partners are eligible to include as indirect costs, 
clear practices if indirect costs may be included 
in other budgetary lines and equal practices for 
INGOs and local partners, following available 
guidance by the IASC.59

•	•	Donors often prioritize project-based funding 
with clear measurable outcomes over core or 
institutional support, to measure impact. However, 
allowing grantees to define their own measurable 
results arising from stable, long-term funding 
(e.g. increased staff skills, strengthened financial 
systems), helps to alleviate concerns about the 
impact of core or institutional support.

REDUCING ADMINISTRATIVE BURDENS TO ACCESSING AND MANAGING FUNDING

As noted above, a common institutional barrier faced 
by most partners receiving United Nations funding is 
the stringent organizational requirements and criteria 
necessary to both access and manage United Nations 
funding. These criteria often include having a specific 
annual budget size, demonstrating a favourable audit 
history, and possessing certain procurement procedures 
or experience managing certain levels of funding. Such 
obstacles frequently prevent smaller organizations, 
especially unregistered groups, from even applying for 
United Nations funding. In addition, the administrative 
requirements for accessing United Nations funding, 

even if facilitated through the UN Partner Portal, can 
still be difficult, especially for smaller WO/CSO partners, 
to be able to comply with and follow.

Several examples were identified that intend to reduce 
this burden. They included issuing common calls 
for expressions of interest, providing various types 
of support to partners to understand and apply for 
funding opportunities, ensuring calls for proposals and 
applications are in several languages, and leveraging 
small-grant and subgranting mechanisms to reach 
smaller, more marginalized organizations.

Several examples of reducing administrative burdens to accessing and managing funding were 
identified during the review:
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•	•	UNHCR’s grant agreement policy, developed after 
the 2019 Global Refugee Forum, enables funding 
for unregistered refugee-led organizations, offering 
grants of up to $12,000 per year with simplified 
proposal and reporting requirements. These grants 
can be stepping stones for larger grants from the 
Refugee-led Innovation Fund of up to $45,000 
and include capacity-strengthening. However, an 
organization can receive a grant from the Refugee-
led Innovation Fund without having first received a 
smaller grant. The policy includes various funding 
modalities and risk management strategies, such 
as using different grant amounts and leveraging 
UNHCR’s community-based approach. High-level 
support, a phased roll-out, and close collaboration 
between programme and protection functions were 
key to countering a commonly perceived challenge 
of funding unregistered groups and crucial to its 
successful implementation.

•	•	The UN Trust Fund offers a comprehensive support 
package to applicants, through the application 
process and beyond. For instance, it uses a two-
step process that reduces the application burden. 

It starts with a brief concept note, offers support for 
the full proposal development of invited applicants 
and requires six-monthly reporting instead of the 
typical three-monthly reporting. It is the only known 
mechanism in the United Nations system to apply this 
reduced reporting burden systematically across all 
its grantee partners. Additionally, it provides intensive 
accompaniment support to partners through the 
grant period to support the programmatic and 
financial management of the grant.

•	•	The UN Women small-grant modality also seeks 
to reduce administrative barriers and challenges, 
by making selection criteria more flexible and 
accessible to smaller organizations. The monitoring 
and reporting obligations are also more flexible and 
allow for organizations with less monitoring and 
evaluation capacity to receive grants, as the reporting 
mechanisms are simplified.

•	•	WPHF uses an accessible and supportive approach 
for WOs to apply for funding through its regular 
funding cycle. Once the selection process is 
complete, the funds are provided through the United 
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Nations country office (the Management Entity of 
WPHF) and the agency’s partnership agreement 
modality, which includes typical administrative 
burdens such as quarterly reporting. Notably, for 
WPHF funds that are administered by the WPHF 
Secretariat (such as the Rapid Response Window 
on Women’s Participation in Peace Processes and 
the Implementation of Peace Agreements, and the 
Window for Women Human Rights Defenders), 
the WPHF allows more feminist practices such as 
light reporting and prefers regular phone calls with 
partners rather than lengthy reports.

•	•	OCHA’s Country-Based Pooled Funds changed the 
standard eligibility criteria and simplified the capacity 
assessment to fund smaller organizations that had 
previously been subpartners in Ukraine.

•	•	Under IOM’s RRF, once partners have been vetted, 
they are qualified to receive RRF funding again in 
the future, without repeating the application or 

assessment process. This can lead to multiple 
grants over the course of a project and to grants for 
multiple projects.

•	•	UNICEF’s Emergency Procedures for Level 3, Level 2 
and Level 1 emergencies enable country offices to 
speedily transfer funds to local CSOs, meeting acute 
needs and delivering life-saving assistance. This 
start-up funding can be disbursed at predetermined 
threshold limits and is valid for up to three months 
or until a formal programme document is signed by 
UNICEF and the CSO.

•	•	UNDP has “low-value grants” (also known as “micro-
capital grants”) provided as cash awards –selected 
via programmatic decisions – to civil society and 
non-governmental partners, which are intended to 
generate and solicit development solutions. Typically, 
no repayment is required, which may be useful in 
rapidly changing environments.

Several lessons related to reducing administrative burdens to accessing and managing funding also 
emerged from the review:

•	•	Given the (relative) autonomy of the pooled funding 
mechanisms such as WPHF and the UN Trust 
Fund, as well as OCHA’s Country-Based Pooled 
Funds, these mechanisms can respond to the 
consistent feedback from civil society regarding 
the heavy administrative requirements to apply 
for United Nations funding, and design more 
accessible funding application processes that 
better suit WOs/CSOs.

•	•	The UN Trust Fund’s direct management of funding 
and provision of awards directly to civil society, rather 

than through a United Nations agency country office, 
results in more control over administrative procedures 
around grant giving and more supportive approaches 
for WOs/CSOs that reduce the administrative burdens 
on WOs/CSOs in managing United Nations funding.

•	•	It is possible for a United Nations agency to design 
a grant programme that is fit for purpose to 
resource smaller, more marginalized WOs/CSOs, 
if given leadership support, a phased approach and 
a willingness to bridge programme and legal and 
compliance goals.
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TRUSTING AND EQUITABLE RELATIONSHIPS

There is extensive literature available about what 
trust-based funding is. At its core, trust-based funding 
is about advancing equity, shifting and redistributing 
power, and building mutually accountable relationships 
between donors and grantee partners. It responds to 
an acknowledgment that funding has often contributed 
to systemic inequities both in the ways in which wealth 
is accumulated and in the ways in which it is controlled 
and distributed. Trust-based funding is grounded in an 
understanding that local civil society actors, and WOs in 
particular, know what is best for their communities and 
donors need to be more accountable to them.

This rapid review identified several examples of trust-
based approaches and efforts to mitigate the uneven 
power dynamics and relationships between United 
Nations funding mechanisms and partners. These 
included governance and decision-making structures 
that include representatives from partners and women’s 
movements, support to civil society to undertake shadow 
monitoring and produce co-created principles to guide 
future programming (Spotlight Initiative), partnerships 
with intermediaries (UNICEF and Purposeful), and a 
partnership agreement that exempted the typical 
proposal and report writing.

Several examples of trusting and equitable relationships were identified during the review:

•	•	United Nations entities have set up constituent-
based decision-making bodies that intentionally 
include civil society representatives in governance 
functions. The bodies operate, and are structured, 
differently but all serve to bring United Nations 
constituents into the decision-making process. 
Such bodies were identified in UNHCR, UN Women, 
UN Trust Fund, WPHF and Spotlight Initiative and 
have responsibilities such as supervising the fund 
(WPHF), contributing to funding decisions (WPHF 
and UN Trust Fund), providing strategic policy and 
programmatic advice (UNHCR, UN Trust Fund, 
Spotlight Initiative and UN Women), advocating for 
the fund’s objectives (UN Trust Fund and Spotlight 
Initiative), and ensuring strategic alignment with 
civil society and holding the United Nations 
accountable to civil society (Spotlight Initiative, UN 
Women and UNHCR).

•	•	The global gender-based violence team at IOM, 
after two years of internal advocacy, established a 
more trust-based partnership with a WO through a 
fourth (and little known) funding mechanism called 
a contribution agreement structure, which simplifies 
collaboration and enables the partner to provide 
technical advice to IOM to implement its evidence-

based approach. Although this partnership could 
be used to transform how IOM collaborates with 
partners, it is viewed institutionally as an exception, 
rather than building the business case for the 
development of a new standard modality.

•	•	Spotlight Initiative responded to civil society 
advocacy and invited key advocates to advise 
on and provide input into several guidance notes 
that the Secretariat developed for United Nations 
country and regional teams on how to build 
relationships with, and support, civil society using 
more equitable approaches.

•	•	UNICEF formed a partnership with Purposeful, and 
through the Global Resilience Fund (serving as an 
intermediary fund) has provided flexible funding and 
capacity-bridging accompaniment to groups that 
are led by, and work directly with, adolescent girls 
and young women.

•	•	For a commissioned project, UN Women agreed 
to a policy exception to allow an increase in 
indirect cost recovery from the typical 7 per cent to 
12 per cent. This responded to a critical partner’s 
request to compensate the real operational costs 
of the project.
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Several lessons related to trusting and equitable relationships also emerged from the review:

•	•	Including civil society actors in governance and 
decision-making bodies in a meaningful way ensures 
these actors can help direct the United Nations and 
bring some accountability to resource distribution.

•	•	More trust-based partnerships are possible within 
the United Nations system that respond better to 
the needs of civil society.

•	•	Examples of policy exceptions by management and 
legal and compliance divisions should be identified 
and reviewed to build a business case for a policy 
change, or at least warrant reflection, rather than 
being thought of as isolated incidents.

STRENGTHENING WOs/CSOs BEYOND FUNDING

Although this rapid review centres on funding practices, 
it also acknowledges that many United Nations 
agencies, programmes and funds extend their support 
beyond mere financial contributions. This approach 
aligns with calls from civil society for donors to take on 
a more engaged and comprehensive role. It involves 
offering various forms of assistance to enhance 
technical, organizational and institutional capacities, 
and support adherence to United Nations and other 
funding compliance requirements. This broader support 
also includes efforts to elevate the work and visibility of 
partner organizations, foster networks, and facilitate 
connections among civil society actors to promote 
movement-building.

Several examples of United Nations entities providing 
more than just resources were identified during this 
rapid review. These included funding modalities with 
intentional capacity-strengthening components or that 
use a graduation model where partners are supported 
to identify and apply for bigger amounts of funding. 
They also included learning platforms that partners 
gain access to, various types of capacity-strengthening 
and training, amplification of the partner’s work and 
achievements, support to access and build networks 
with other partners and potential donors, help to 
capture and share out their learning and practice-based 
knowledge, and support for final evaluations that can be 
used to help secure additional funding.

Several examples of strengthening WOs/CSOs beyond funding were identified during the review:

•	•	UNFPA and UN Women are collaborating on an 
initiative that is building the capacity of WOs to lead 
programming to address violence against women 
and girls in humanitarian settings, including in 
fulfilling essential coordination leadership roles.

•	•	Several United Nations entities – UNHCR, UN 
Women, UNDP, the UN Trust Fund and WPHF – are 
effectively supporting organizational development 
and sustainability of their WO/CSO partners and 
successfully managing the potential risks of funding 
smaller CSOs as first-time United Nations partners 

through specialized accompaniment and capacity-
strengthening strategies.

	» The UN Trust Fund provides operational 
support and accompaniment for partners to 
address identified gaps in their risk assessment 
– such as improving organizational policies 
and procedures – and navigate United Nations 
rules. It also provides one-on-one ongoing and 
tailored technical support for each partner 
organization, along with capacity-building and 
peer-exchange webinars.
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	» WPHF takes on risk in partnering with organiza-
tions who have never previously received funding 
from the United Nations, and have capacity 
assessments that may be rated as “higher risk” 
given their small size. The risk is mitigated by 
WPHF investing in the capacity-strengthening 
of the organization, showing how investing 
in women’s movements in their diversity is 
central to WPHF’s philosophy and practice. The 
capacity-strengthening includes peer-exchange 
webinars, resources and long-term peer-learning 
opportunities to grantees, to build and reinforce 
their institutional capabilities.

	» The UNHCR’s task team that manages 
engagement and partnerships with organizations 
led by displaced and stateless persons supports 
capacity-strengthening and sharing with 
organizations led by refugees and internally 
displaced persons, and community-based 
organizations. Initiatives with women refugee-
led organizations include capacity-strengthening, 
mentoring and opening advocacy spaces, in 
addition to funding.

	» UN Women includes a capacity-building plan for 
partners engaged under its Programme Partner 
Policy, which is monitored throughout the 
agreement. This capacity-building plan addresses 
institutional or organizational gaps related to 
prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse, 
procurement, finance, monitoring and evaluation 
and other organizational areas. UN Women 
also provides other opportunities for capacity-
building, networking and coalition-building for its 
partners and grantees.

60	  Annual report on the UNDP Gender Equality Strategy 2022 – 2025 [2023].

	» UNDP supports women’s groups, movements and 
collective action across contexts, for example, 
boosting support to and influence of women 
environmental stewards.  Such support and 
partnership with WOs is a central part of the 
agency’s Gender Equality Strategy and in 2023, 
106 UNDP Country Offices partnered with feminist 
and women’s organizations.60  

•	•	The UN Trust Fund values the expertise of local 
organizations and considers the practice-based 
knowledge and expertise of its WOs/COs partners 
critical to capture in knowledge projects. It supports 
partners to document and share their knowledge, 
regularly convenes and consults its partners in 
knowledge exchange activities, and provides 
technical support to ensure high-quality CSO-
led evaluations.

•	•	WPHF serves as the global knowledge centre 
for WOs working in crisis and conflict settings 
by disseminating the research produced by 
WPHF partners, producing knowledge briefs and 
organizing meetings.

•	•	The UNHCR approach to partnership extends 
beyond providing financial support to providing 
support through multiple avenues, like regional 
and global UNHCR Global Consultations with 
Non-Governmental Organizations, Global Refugee 
Forums and the Refugee Advisory Board, at global, 
regional and national levels. These provide refugee-
led groups with opportunities to network together, 
meet other funders and generally raise their profile.

•	•	Through the RRF mechanism, IOM invests in 
strengthening the humanitarian sector-specific 
technical capacity of national NGOs, as well as their 
technical capacity in programme management, 
monitoring and evaluation, and proposal writing.
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•	•	A Spotlight Initiative assessment found that the 
United Nations plays strong and important roles for 
WOs/CSOs beyond financial support, including as 
a convener that supports movement-building, as a 
broker that facilitates connections between WOs 
and key decision makers, and as an intermediary to 

61	  Social Development Direct, Thematic Assessment: Assessing Spotlight Initiative’s Contribution to the Engagement of Civil Society, the Implementation of 
‘Leave no one behind’, and Movement building, p. 70.

national governments and multilateral and bilateral 
donors. For example, the UN Mexico Country Team’s 
efforts were instrumental in ensuring “the State 
Secretariat of Women in Estado De Mexico committed 
to continuing to provide small grants to CSOs even after 
the Spotlight programme there closed”.61

Several lessons related to strengthening WOs/CSOs beyond funding also emerged from the review:

•	•	The United Nations provides critical non-financial 
support for WOs/CSOs that strengthens movement-
building, builds connections and networks critical 
for gender equality, and supports advocacy goals 
together with civil society.

•	•	Providing capacity-strengthening and hands-on 
accompaniment support to partners can lead to 
organizational development and sustainability, 
and diminish perceived risks of funding smaller 
organizations that have never before received funding.

•	•	Capacity-strengthening should not be only to 
help WOs meet United Nations requirements, but 
to help WOs sustain their work across time and 
crises, and to increase their impact and access to 
funding more broadly.

•	•	Donors need to recognize that providing an intensive 
accompaniment approach or providing smaller 
grants which suit some WOs/CSOs better requires 
United Nations operational costs that also need  
to be funded.
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Analysis

The review identified several key funding 
practice areas in the efforts of the United 
Nations to support WOs/CSOs – through 
both financial and non-financial support 
initiatives – that have successfully helped 
civil society overcome institutional 
barriers to receiving funding. 

A significant theme was the intentional targeting and 
prioritization of WOs. Mechanisms like the UN Trust Fund 
and WPHF have successfully directed quality funding to 
WOs, especially at the grass-roots level, through deliberate 
targeting and different accompaniment approaches. 
Spotlight Initiative also successfully directed significant 
funding to civil society, the majority of which went to 
WOs; the quality of this funding reflected the efforts 
and limitations of the responsible partner agencies or 
funds. Partnership agreements in which United Nations 
agencies encourage consortium approaches or permit 
subgranting with lighter requirements on those partners 
are likely a promising approach to quality funding but 
more information and analysis are required to better 
understand what partnership requirements are handed 
down to subgrantees.

Core, flexible and longer-term funding was identified 
as another key component of quality funding. Core 
and flexible funding have proven vital for the resilience 
and sustainability of WOs, enabling them to pursue 
long-term goals and strengthen their organizational 
capacity. The flexibility to reallocate funds, support 
operational costs and adapt to evolving needs allows 
WOs to operate beyond the constraints of project-based 
funding. However, the preference of donors, and then 
much of the United Nations funding, for project-based 
funding and the lack of coordination among United 
Nations agencies can create gaps in stable and flexible 

funding for these organizations, limiting their potential 
for growth and sustainability. The review identified 
various approaches to providing flexible funds and 
several United Nations entities that provide core funding 
either as specific budgetary lines for all partners (UN 
Trust Fund) or through small-grant programmes (WPHF, 
UNHCR, UNFPA and UN Women).

Administrative burdens present a significant barrier to 
accessing and managing United Nations funding for 
many WOs, particularly smaller, marginalized groups. 
Positive steps have been made, such as UNHCR grant 
agreements and two examples of more flexible measures 
introduced in OCHA’s Country-Based Pooled Funds, 
which have reduced these barriers and made funding 
more accessible. However, overall, the review found that 
heavy administrative requirements are still a common 
obstacle, especially in broader United Nations funding 
mechanisms such as partnership agreements. Some 
pooled funding mechanisms, like the UN Trust Fund, 
that have more autonomy to devise their own strategies 
and priorities have been more successful in reducing 
administrative burdens. WPHF and some of Spotlight 
Initiative country examples use intentional approaches 
to ensure better accessibility to funding opportunities 
through inclusive application processes. However, 
although joint programmes like Spotlight Initiative and 
WPHF’s regular funding window (after the selection 
process) are funded through pooled mechanisms and 
enjoy a certain strategic autonomy on that basis, they 
continue to be limited by the administrative demands 
of partner entities when distributing funds. Although 
WPHF selects projects based on the objectives and 
approaches of the WO/CSO, rather than the capacity 
of the organization, the typical United Nations rules 
apply to partners when receiving and managing the 
resources. United Nations agencies are progressively 
developing small-grant programmes aimed at 

44



reducing the burden on WOs/CSOs, thereby increasing 
their access to funding. However, the substantial shift 
needed to significantly enhance civil society’s access to 
United Nations resources by reducing the requirements 
and administrative load associated with partnership 
agreements has largely yet to happen, and only a few 
isolated exceptions were identified in this review.

Building trusting and equitable relationships between 
the United Nations and WOs/CSOs emerged as another 
critical area in the provision of more quality funding. 
The review identified examples where trust-based 
partnerships were established through governance 
structures that include civil society representatives, 
helping to address power imbalances, and giving WOs 
a more significant role in decision-making and resource 
distribution. Several policy exceptions to traditional 
partnership agreement modalities that reflected a more 
trust-based approach were also identified. However, 
these practices are not yet standardized across the United 
Nations system and often remain isolated examples 
rather than part of a broader systemic shift.

The review also highlighted the importance of strength-
ening organizations beyond funding. United Nations 
agencies provide crucial non-financial support, including 
technical assistance, capacity-strengthening, and 
platforms for knowledge-sharing and networking. 

This more comprehensive approach 
to partnership has been effective in 
enhancing the sustainability and impact 
of WOs, supporting them in movement-
building and advocacy efforts.

Many examples were identified testifying to this. 
However, this approach requires additional operational 
costs that donors are often unwilling to fund, and at 
times limits the ability of the United Nations to offer 
comprehensive support beyond financial contributions. 
Despite these challenges, the role of the United Nations 
in providing both financial and non-financial support 
to WOs/CSOs remains critical for advancing gender 
equality and empowering civil society actors.
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Conclusion
When examining the different funding modalities and 
practices, it is important to note that the funding to 
WOs/CSOs flows in different ways through different 
mechanisms. Each of the mechanisms included in this 

rapid review has different strengths and limitations as it 
relates to providing quality funding to WOs/CSOs. This 
initial review found that:

Pooled funding mechanisms designed to distribute funds directly to civil society seem to 
provide the autonomy necessary to devise strategies and approaches that work for and can 
respond to the evolving needs of WOs/CSOs.

Partnership agreements come with heavy administrative requirements, but United 
Nations entities can explicitly encourage approaches that may allow for more groups, 
especially grass-roots groups, to access funding. Such approaches include funding 
consortiums and permitting subgranting, as long as heavy administrative requirements and 
legal clauses are not passed through to smaller organizations.

Grant programmes, and especially small-grant programmes, implemented by United 
Nations agencies seem to provide a promising approach when they are designed for WOs/
CSOs and include lighter administrative requirements, and are combined with capacity-
strengthening efforts.

However, regardless of the mechanism, it is important 
that the United Nations system aligns with the principles 
and approaches that constitute quality funding, given 
the central role WOs/CSOs play in achieving gender 
equality, and that there is appropriate institutional and 
practical support for their implementation. Although 
there is no single or simple pathway to this end, the 
following elements seem essential:

•• A United Nations funding framework, providing
a documented, whole-of-system set of feminist-
inspired principles for quality funding to WOs.
This could include agreed definitions and provide
clarification on points of confusion (e.g. core
funding allowances, funding to marginalized and
unregistered groups).

•• A common understanding of risk that has three
elements: agreement on the risk and implications
of not providing better quality funding to WOs/
CSOs working on gender equality; a common risk
framework that manages risk through capacity-
strengthening and partner accompaniment; and
consistent application of this risk framework across 
the United Nations system that makes risk easier
to manage for all United Nations entities, instead of 
different risk frameworks being managed in different 
ways across the system. This understanding of
risk will benefit from collaboration with the United
Nation system’s Fiduciary and Management
Group to consider whether and how less restrictive 
understandings of risk and its management in
funding WOs/CSOs might be achieved.
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•	•	A system-wide common set of template partnership 
agreements and grant agreements, and associated 
processes including due diligence, that minimize 
administrative burdens on WOs and maximize 
reach to marginalized and grass-roots groups. 
Collaboration with the Development Coordination 
Office (DCO) may be a starting point in the potential 
development of joint programme guidance and 
associated templates. The UN Partner Portal holds 
real potential to achieve this element, with additional 
investments and adjustments.

An associated system-wide tracking system of quality 
funding to WOs (informed by the whole-of-system set of 
feminist-inspired principles for quality funding to WOs), 

building on or linking to existing systems, including the 
UN Partner Portal and United Nations Country Team 
systems. This would allow comparisons between 
agencies and over time, interoperability and integration 
with the financial systems of various United Nations 
agencies, transparency and accountability, and better 
understanding and coordination of funding to WOs.

United Nations Country Team action plans for WO/
CSO engagement, support and funding that outline 
objectives and targets to realize the whole-of-system 
set of feminist-inspired principles for quality funding 
to WOs and ensure coordination between agencies in 
allocation of funding.
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Annex 1	 List of interviewees

Name Fund or United Nations entity

•	 Dawn Minott, Gender Adviser
•	 Alexandra Robinson, Gender-Based Violence Adviser
•	 Helene Christensen, Consultant
•	 Christine Apio, Gender-Based Violence in Emergencies Specialist, 

Humanitarian Response Division
•	 Esther Christen, Localization and Partnership Specialist, Humanitarian 

Response Division

UNFPA

•	 Satvika Chalasani, Senior Adviser, Gender Equality
•	 Omar Robles, Programme Specialist, Emergency Preparedness, 

Response and Recovery

UNICEF

•	 Sophie Giscard d’Estaing, Deputy Head
•	 Thea Restovin, Partnerships Analyst

WPHF

•	 Cate Owren, Senior Adviser on Gender Equality
•	 Tshering Choden, Gender Specialist, Bangkok Regional Hub

UNDP

•	 Kalliopi Mingeirou, Chief, Ending Violence against Women and Girls
•	 Yeliz Osman, Policy and Programme Management Specialist, Ending 

Violence against Women and Girls
•	 Michelle Mendes Meireles Silva, Regional Programme Coordinator, 

Americas and the Caribbean Regional Office
•	 Sarah Murera, Programme Specialist, Ending Violence against Women 

and Girls, Zimbabwe
•	 Caitlin Williscroft, Programme Manager, Women, Peace and 

Security, Afghanistan
•	 Khamsavath Chanthavysouk, Programme Specialist, Civil Society
•	 Nancy Khweiss, Programme Manager, UN Women CSO 

Project, Afghanistan

UN Women

•	 David Svab, Data and Budget Specialist
•	 Erin Kenny, Global Coordinator
•	 Teresa Benito Lopez, Head of Management
•	 Radia Bakkouch, Civil Society Programme Officer

Spotlight Initiative

•	 Louise O’Shea, Global Gender-Based Violence Specialist
•	 Catherine Hingley, Gender Specialist
•	 Xavier Orellana, Senior Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Specialist

IOM

•	 April Pham, Senior Gender Adviser OCHA

•	 Constanze Quosh, Gender-Based Violence Adviser
•	 Laura Crivelli, Associate Protection Officer, Gender Equality Unit
•	 Kate McCallister, Gender-Based Violence Officer

UNHCR

•	 Abigail Erikson, Chief
•	 Tanya Ghani, Deputy Chief, a.i.

UN Trust Fund

•	 Natia Cherkezishvili, Gender Advisor DCO



Annex 2	 Terms and definitions

62	  IASC Reference Group on Gender and Humanitarian Action, IASC policy on gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls in humanitarian action.

63	  This is also further explained in IASC Reference Group on Gender and Humanitarian Action, IASC guidance on engagement, participation and decision-
making by women-led organizations in humanitarian action.

64	  The UN Trust Fund definition of women-led organization specifies that a minimum of 51 per cent of leadership positions must be held by women, in line 
with the UN Women definition.

65	  Education Cannot Wait, Guidance note on the meaningful engagement of local women’s and girls’ organisations (LWGOs) in ECW-supported 
investments (2021).

There are myriad terms and definitions used across 
the United Nations system to describe the CSOs, and 
especially the WOs, on which this paper focuses, some 
of which are described below. This paper uses the term 
women’s organization (WO), except when more specific 
terminology is used in original documentation or case 
study examples. “Women’s organization” is used in the 
United Nations System Wide Gender Equality Acceleration 
Plan and is the most expansive and inclusive term for 
organizations that self-identify as a women-focused 
organization with a primary focus on advancing gender 
equality and women’s rights.

The IASC Policy on Gender Equality and the Empowerment 
of Women and Girls in Humanitarian Action62 provides the 
following definitions, which have been largely adopted by 
United Nations agencies:

•	•	WOMEN-LED ORGANIZATION:63 An organization 
with a humanitarian mandate and/or mission 
that is (1) governed or directed by women; or (2) 
whose leadership is principally made up of women, 
demonstrated by 50 per cent64 or more occupying 
senior leadership positions. Of note: this definition is 
used by the Grand Bargain for reporting purposes and 
by the UN Partner Portal.

•	•	WOMEN’S RIGHTS ORGANIZATION: (1) an 
organization that self-identifies as a woman’s rights 
organization with a primary focus on advancing 
gender equality, women’s empowerment and human 
rights; or (2) an organization that has, as part of its 
mission statement, the advancement of women’s/
girls’ interests and rights (or where “women”, “girls”, 
“gender” or local language equivalents are prominent 

in their mission statement); or (3) an organization that 
has, as part of its mission statement or objectives, to 
challenge and transform gender inequalities (unjust 
rules), unequal power relations and promoting 
positive social norms.

The definitions of girl-led organizations and girls’ rights 
organizations draw heavily from Education Cannot 
Wait’s Guidance note on the meaningful engagement of 
local women’s and girls’ organizations (LWGOs) in ECW-
supported investments.65

•	•	GIRL-LED ORGANIZATION: (a) an organization 
whose primary focus is on advancing girls’ rights, 
girls’ empowerment and gender equality, and (b) 
an organization led by girls, with demonstrated 
procedures, systems and processes that affirm 
that girls’ voices dictate organizational priorities 
and decision-making, including clear safeguarding 
principles. A girl-led organization does not infer the 
absence of adult staff, leadership or mentors to 
advance the organization’s girl-led mission.

•	•	GIRLS’ RIGHTS ORGANIZATION: (a) an organiza-
tion whose primary focus is on advancing girls’ rights, 
girls’ empowerment and gender equality, and (b) an 
organization that has as part of their mission statement, 
the advancement of girls’ interests and rights (or where 
“women”, “girls”, “gender” or local language equivalents 
are prominent in their mission statement); and (c) an 
organization that has, as part of its mission statement 
or objectives, to challenge and transform gender 
inequalities (unjust rules) and unequal power relations 
and to promote positive social norms.
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•	•	FEMINIST ORGANIZATION: The UNDP defines 
“feminist organization” as “an organisation that 
believes in and advocates for the political, economic, 
and social equality of the sexes expressed especially 
through organised activity on behalf of women’s 
rights and interests”66 

•	•	ORGANIZATION LED BY AND FOR MARGIN-
ALIZED WOMEN AND GIRLS (CONSTITUENT-
LED): The UN Trust Fund defines “organization led by 
and for marginalized women and girls (constituent-

66	  UNDP representative, personal communication, [December 2024]

led)” as an organization that must demonstrate that 
it is led by members of the group it represents or sets 
priorities driven by its constituents’ lived experiences 
and based on a strong understanding of their 
needs. They include, for example, organizations of 
people with disabilities; organizations of Indigenous 
women; associations for lesbian, bisexual and 
trans women; survivor-led organizations; refugee-
led and refugee and internally displaced persons–
focused organizations; and girl-led and girl-centred 
organizations.
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Annex 3	 Pre-2024 United Nations policy commitments 
related to financing WOs

Adapted from Lost in Translation: Unraveling the Gap between Global Commitments and Funding for Women’s 
Organisations in Conflict-Affected Contexts.67

Year Source Commitment

2023 Women and peace and security: report of the 
Secretary-General

Called for support to the WPHF’s Invest-In-
Women global campaign, which aims to mobilize 
$300 million in new financing by the end of 
2025 for local WOs

2023 United Nations Secretary-General’s A New 
Agenda for Peace

Reiterated the call to “allocate 15 per cent 
of official development assistance (ODA) to 
gender equality, and provide a minimum of 1 per 
cent of ODA in direct assistance to women’s 
organizations, especially grass-roots groups”

2023 Grand Bargain beyond 2023 Signatories committed to a “Quantifiable increase 
in provision of funding, including multi-year and 
flexible funding, to local and national actors 
(including women-led and women’s rights 
organisations) as directly as possible to achieve 
the global aggregated target of at least 25% in line 
with the latest caucus outcome agreement using 
varying modalities (e.g. Country-based Pooled 
Funds, local actor led pooled funds, local actor 
led consortia, bilateral funding, and funding via an 
institutional intermediary)”

2021 Generation Equality Forum Commitment to “by 2026, double the global 
annual growth rate of funding from all sectors 
committed to women-led, girl-led and feminist-
led movements, organizations, and funds”

2020 Women and peace and security: report of the 
Secretary-General

Called on the donor community to dedicate “a 
minimum of 15 per cent of official development 
assistance to conflict-affected countries 
to advancing gender equality … including 
multiplying by five direct assistance to women’s 
organizations, currently at 0.2 per cent”

67	  Lucie Faucherre, “Lost in translation: unraveling the gap between global commitments and funding for women’s organisations in conflict-affected 
contexts”, p. 10.
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Year Source Commitment

2016 World Humanitarian Summit Grand 
Bargain Agreement

Committed signatories of the agreement to 
providing 25% of global humanitarian funding to 
local and national responders by 2020, along with 
more unearmarked money, and increased multi-
year funding to ensure greater predictability and 
continuity in humanitarian response

2016 High-Level Leaders’ Roundtable on Women and 
Girls (margins of the World Humanitarian Summit)

Specific stakeholders pledged to raise levels of 
funding to women’s groups from current levels of 
approximately 1% to 4% by 2020

2015 A Global Study on the Implementation of United 
Nations Security Council Resolution 1325

Called for an “increase [in] current levels 
of targeted funding for women’s and girls’ 
programming to a minimum of 15 per cent. 
Current levels of approximately 1 per cent funding 
for local women’s organizations, including 
women’s human rights defenders, should be 
increased until they reach at least 5 per cent in 
the next three years, before setting progressively 
more ambitious targets in the following 
years. Funding for core operations, advocacy 
and capacity building should match funding 
for projects.”

It also recommends an “increase in predictable, 
accessible and flexible funding for women’s civil 
society organizations working on peace and 
security at all levels, including through dedicated 
financing instruments such as the new Global 
Acceleration Instrument on Women, Peace and 
Security and Humanitarian Action”

2013 United Nations Security Council resolution 2122 Explicitly recognizes the crucial contribution of 
WOs – including those working at the grass-roots 
level – to conflict resolution and peacebuilding, 
and calls on Member States to develop dedicated 
funding mechanisms and increase their 
contributions to WOs at the local level

2010 Women’s Participation in Peacebuilding: 
report of the Secretary General 
(A/65/354–S/2010/466, paragraph 36)

Set a target of 15% of United Nations 
peacebuilding funds to be dedicated to projects 
targeting gender as a principal objective
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Annex 4	 Exemplary practices identified during the  
rapid review

•	•	THEME: INTENTIONAL TARGETING AND PRIORITIZATION OF WOs

The UN Trust Fund’s demand-driven grant-giving with an intersectional lens

The UN Trust Fund, established in 1996 by a General 
Assembly resolution, is the first, and remains the only, 
global, multilateral grant-giving fund specialized in 
preventing and ending all forms of violence against 
women and girls. Since 2010, UN Women has 
administered the UN Trust Fund on behalf of the UN 
system. Its approach to funding is to enable ground-
up transformative change by supporting WROs, WLOs, 
constituent-led organizations and small organizations 
through the provision of long-term grants. The UN 
Trust Fund supports this community-driven change 
through funding the efforts of CSOs/WROs to pursue 
contextually relevant, demand-driven initiatives under 
the umbrella of ending violence against women and 
girls. CSOs/WROs are invited to propose projects that 
are conceptualized, developed and fully implemented by 
CSOs and in line with their assessment of the particular 
needs of their countries and communities. This grant-
giving model allows CSOs to receive funding for their 
strategies to end violence against women and girls rather 
than for implementing the United Nations system’s 
strategies. It also ensures synergies in activation points, 
complementing UN Women’s normative mandate, other 
United Nations agencies working with duty bearers 
– including national and local governments – and 
community mechanisms.

The UN Trust Fund applies an intersectional lens to 
its partner criteria and funding approach to focus on 
groups and issues most at risk of being left behind or 
emerging needs raised by its global network of partners. 

It has also been a principal advocate for WROs within 
the United Nations system, lobbying not only for growth 
in overall funding but also for increased flexible funding 
for organizations to be sufficiently resourced to further 
their own missions and visions for gender equality and 
women’s empowerment. Informed by the experience 
and advocacy of other women’s funds and WOs over the 
years, the UN Trust Fund has continuously adapted its 
own approach to best support its partners. It has made 
intentional efforts to increase the share of its funding 
envelope that is allocated to small organizations. In 
2014, the UN Trust Fund introduced a dedicated small-
grants funding modality for CSOs/WROs with an annual 
operational budget under $200,000 to request $50,000 
to $150,000 grants (subsequently increased to $250,000 
in line with the UN Trust Fund’s move to 4-year funding). 
The small-grants funding modality complements its 
regular funding modality for larger organizations to 
request up to $1 million grants. The UN Trust Fund also 
uses special funding windows to highlight and respond 
to emerging and urgent needs raised by its global 
network of civil society partners, addressing violence 
against internally displaced and refugee women and 
girls, women and girls living with disabilities, women 
and girls in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
through acute and protracted crises. In 2023, the UN 
Trust Fund managed a grants portfolio of $92 million 
across 191 CSO/WRO partners implementing initiatives 
across prevention, service provision and legal reform to 
end violence against women and girls.
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WPHF’s channelling of funding to local WROs in crisis and conflict settings

68	  WPHF, WPHF dashboard as at November 1 2024 (2024). Data are cumulative since 2017.

69	  This also reached 39 per cent of the total initiative funding of $500 million.

70	  Spotlight Initiative Secretariat, Spotlight grassroots action plan: ensuring Spotlight Initiative funding reaches local and grassroots civil society organisations 
(Spotlight Initiative, 2020) was produced to “guide Spotlight Country Teams on how to fully utilise the existing United Nations policies and procedures to 
better reach and engage local and grassroots organisations in Spotlight Initiative as recipients of funding (implementing partners, grantees and vendors)”.

WPHF is a global pooled funding mechanism focused 
on supporting and enhancing the capacity of local 
WLOs/WROs to prevent conflict, end violence against 
women and girls, respond to crises and emergencies, 
and seize key peacebuilding opportunities. WPHF 
mobilizes and channels funding and capacity support 
to women peacebuilders, humanitarians and human 
rights defenders working at the forefront of issues 
related to women, peace and security, and humanitarian 
action across the globe. WPHF aims to address the 
unique needs, and amplify the expert voices of, front-line 
women civil society leaders of all ages and diversities, 
leveraging their added value and unlocking their power 
to reach the most marginalized communities. It focuses 
on these specific actors based on the evidence that 
women’s meaningful participation is vital to successful 

peacebuilding, peacekeeping and humanitarian action. 
In 2023, WPHF mobilized $48 million and approved 
188 new grants in support of 293 CSOs. Of these, 
47.6 per cent were financed by the United Nations 
system for the first time and 23.9 per cent were led by 
a person who is forcibly displaced. Close to 90 per cent 
of supported WROs work at the local and subnational 
levels. “Leaving no one behind” remains a key principle 
for WPHF funding and processes, with 15 per cent of 
funded projects improving the lives of women and 
men living with disabilities, 39 per cent improving the 
situation of women and girls who are forcibly displaced, 
21 per cent targeting youth and young women’s active 
participation, and 3 per cent advocating for the rights of 
LGBTQI+ communities in crisis and conflict settings.68

Spotlight Initiative’s emphasis on reaching new partners and leaving no one behind

Following recommendations by feminist civil society, 
Spotlight Initiative set a target of 30 to 50 per cent of 
funding to be earmarked for CSOs, and especially WOs. 
By the end of the first phase of the initiative (December 
2023), such funding made up 49 per cent of all activity 
funds, or $195 million.69 Seventy per cent of these funds 
($136 million) went to WLOs and WROs. Sixty-three per 
cent ($122.5 million) was disbursed through partnership 
agreements and 33 per cent ($65 million) through 
grants. Country programmes were actively supported to 
meet the target by the Secretariat through, for example, 
one-on-one and coordinator calls, webinars, and the 
facilitation of learning and good practice exchanges 
between United Nations Country Teams.

In service of its “leave no one behind” principle, Spotlight 
Initiative was especially keen to see funds move beyond 
large NGOs and usual partners of the United Nations 
system, to resource groups previously unreached by 

United Nations funding, especially small and grass-roots 
groups working for the rights of marginalized populations, 
and it employed various strategies to achieve this.70 For 
example, for Spotlight Initiative country programme in 
Zimbabwe, UN Women led a mapping of relevant CSOs, 
using their own networks, engaging United Nations 
agency partners and undertaking regional consultations, 
to develop a common database of relevant CSOs and 
groups for the initiative. Information about Spotlight 
Initiative programme and upcoming funding opportunities 
was regularly circulated through a distribution list 
created from the database, with messaging encouraging 
recipients to share the information with other 
organizations and groups who might want to join the 
database. Early communications were designed to inform 
and sensitize civil society about, for example, funding 
opportunities, and areas in which they might need to seek 
to build partnerships. Civil society partners were provided 
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with contact details for a single focal point at UN Women 
who could answer any questions and provided support to 
applicants through the application process.

These strategies bore fruit that was measurable up 
to the global level: nearly half (48.3 per cent) of the 
funding contracts awarded to civil society through 
Spotlight Initiative went to new partners – that is, 
organizations who had never before received funding 
from the United Nations system. Local and grass-
roots organizations received a third (32.5 per cent) 
of all contracts awarded to civil society. Of the total 
$195 million in funding, the biggest percentage (59 per 
cent) went to national organizations, followed by local 
and grass-roots organizations (19 per cent). Smaller 
percentages went to international and regional CSOs 
(14.5 per cent and 7 per cent respectively). Although 
these figures are for direct funding, nearly $13.5 million 
(11 per cent of activity funds) was further subgranted 
by recipient organizations, such as national NGOs, to 
smaller organizations to reduce administrative burdens 
on the smaller organizations.

71	  See https://www.spotlightinitiative.org/civil-society-engagement.

A tracking system could distinguish how 
many funding contracts were awarded to 
organizations working in intersectional 
ways and for the rights of specific 
marginalized groups. 

There was overlap between the groups reached (as 
organizations working in intersectional ways reached 
more than one group), but the global report for the 
initiative’s first phase showed that, of the 2,034 funding 
contracts awarded, a significant number went to 
organizations working for the rights of adolescent girls 
(721 contracts awarded), women and girls with disabilities 
(540 contracts awarded), rural women (581 contracts 
awarded), Indigenous women and girls (377 contracts 
awarded), sex workers (117 contracts awarded) and 
LGBTQI persons (144 contracts awarded). There were 
some challenges to consistent tracking: reporting relied 
on country offices collecting relevant funding data 
and interpreting definitions in a consistent way, which 
could not be guaranteed across varied programming 
contexts nor easily verified. Nevertheless, the tracking 
system allowed for accountability, both to donors and 
to civil society, and Spotlight Initiative released annual 
reports containing these data and, in 2022, launched an 
online Civil Society Funding Dashboard71 to make it fully 
transparent where and to whom funding was going, how 
much it was for and for how long.
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IOM’s RRF channelling of resources to WLOs

IOM has committed as an agency to prioritize violence 
against women and girls risk mitigation across its 
operations. In its RRF, which is a small-grant programme 
in emergency contexts operational in seven countries, 
IOM has included partner criteria that are weighted 
to WLOs. In addition, technical staff specializing in 
violence against women and girls review the proposals 
and help to facilitate actors working to address violence 

against women and girls and women-led partners 
receiving funding. This is a manual effort, which is 
not institutionalized, and, in addition to the weighted 
criteria, helps to ensure that there are partners focused 
on this issue and that WLO partners are prioritized to 
receive funds (see more about the RRF under Theme: 
Reduce administrative burdens to accessing and 
managing funds).

OCHA’s work to channel pooled funds to WOs

OCHA’s Country-Based Pooled Funds, which totalled 
over $1 billion dollars in contributions in 2023, are 
used to support priorities set out in its Humanitarian 
Response Plans. Two examples were identified in which 
having an intentional focus on funding WOs and having 
the right technical expertise, such as a Gender Standby 
Capacity Project Adviser on the ground and promoting 
a consortium-based approach, were instrumental in 
channelling more resources to WOs.

In the first example, in the first six months of the Ukraine 
emergency scale-up response, less than 1 per cent of 
humanitarian pooled funding reached national feminist 
NGOs promoting gender-responsive and inclusive 
humanitarian assistance. A Gender Standby Capacity 
Project Adviser was deployed and simultaneously 
provided technical support to WOs to become eligible 
for various allocations, and worked with the Country-
Based Pooled Funds team to adapt the review process 
to place greater weight on gender equality aspects. 
Together these changes resulted in an increase in the 

percentage of total funds distributed to national feminist 
organizations to 6 per cent.

In the second example, consortium-based funding 
approaches and support for capacity-strengthening 
encouraged NGOs promoting gender equality in the 
humanitarian response to engage with, build the 
capacity of and mentor smaller and local WOs. For 
example, in Ukraine, Unity for the Future is a women-
led NGO providing multisectoral, gender-responsive 
and inclusive humanitarian assistance. As an eligible 
Country-Based Pooled Funds partner in 2022, Unity for 
the Future was one of several organizations to apply a 
consortium-based approach to partnerships with local 
actors. This approach allowed Unity for the Future to 
engage smaller WOs and organizations working with 
marginalized groups in the broader humanitarian 
coordination system, and provide those actors with 
the needed capacity and coaching to expand their own 
institutions and programme. These smaller WOs were 
also onboarded as eligible Country-Based Pooled Funds 
partners by the end of the project.

UNFPA’s favourable policy and defined value of partnerships with WLOs

Given regressive efforts against the bodily autonomy, 
choices and reproductive rights of women and girls, 
UNFPA believes that accelerated efforts that support 
a diverse range of WOs/CSOs that play a central role 
in spearheading change towards gender equality 
are required. It has developed a value proposition 
document that aims to shape the thinking behind, 

and articulation of, UNFPA’s support and partnerships 
with WLOs and social and feminist movement actors. 
The value proposition includes recommendations 
for concrete parameters to strengthen and expand 
UNFPA´s support and partnerships with these priority 
stakeholders in all their diversity. The value proposition is 
an internal reference document that aims to strengthen 
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UNFPA’s support for, and partnership with, WLOs 
and social and feminist movement actors toward 
the achievement of UNFPA´s three transformative 
results. It is complemented by an operational tool to 
strengthen support for, and partnership with, WLOs, 
and a policies and procedures manual, Policies and 
Procedures for Selection, Registration and Assessment 

72	  UNFPA, Policy and procedures for selection, registration and assessment of implementing partners (2021). Available at https://www.unfpa.org/sites/
default/files/admin-resource/PROG_Selection_and_Assessment_of_IPs.pdf.

73	  Grand Bargain light annual presentation 2024 (2024). Available at https://interagencystandingcommittee.org/sites/default/files/2024-05/GB%20Self-
report%20template%202024%20Aid%20implem%20or%20and-or%20intermed.docx.

of Implementing Partners.72 The policies and procedures 
manual sets out the selection process when identifying 
an implementing partner, including an instruction that 
“Given UNFPA’s mandate, special attention should also 
be given to women led organizations (WLO)” in addition 
to national NGOs.

Funding of smaller organizations through consortium approaches and subgrants

A reoccurring example that was given by UN Women, 
UNICEF, UNDP and UNFPA is partnership strategies that 
encourage consortiums to apply jointly for funds. This 
approach broadens the base of partners and facilitates 
smaller organizations’ access to United Nations funding 
through partnership agreements. The UN Trust Fund 
also encourages partnerships with smaller, local and 
grass-roots women’s and girls’ rights organizations to 
complement the expertise and outreach capacity of the 
main grantee and to build the capacity of grass-roots 
WROs, with a strong focus on ensuring equitable and 
mutually beneficial partnerships. The main grantee can 
partner with up to four co-implementing partners which 
can receive a portion of the funding.

In addition, some agencies noted that they also permit 
subgranting in their partnership agreements for similar 
purposes, but did not know whether the subgrantee 
partners had to adhere to the same requirements as 
the lead partners. It was not possible during this rapid 
review to further investigate which partnership clauses 
and requirements get handed down in each consortium-
based approach or subgranting policy. If the lead agency 
holds most of the liability and responsibility to adhere 
to United Nations requirements with lighter, more 
manageable requirements for consortium or subgrant 
partners, this may be a promising approach to facilitate 
access to United Nations funding for WOs/CSOs.

Limitations in data about WO prioritization and partnership

In the humanitarian space in particular, there has been 
a concerted effort to prioritize and channel resources to 
local actors. In 2016, the Grand Bargain set a goal that 
25 per cent of humanitarian funding be provided to local 
and national responders. However, it is only recently that 
this target has been broken down further to include more 
intentionality and focus on WOs or other subgroups. An 
indicator based on self-reported data on the volume and 
percentage of funding going to local or national WLOs 
was only recently added to the updated Grand Bargain.73 
The lack of a gender or intersectional lens in the Grand 
Bargain’s targets filters down to implementation and 

tracking systems. For instance, during the rapid review, 
UNFPA, UNICEF and UNHCR shared their achievement 
of the Grand Bargain goal of at least 25 per cent of 
humanitarian funding going to local actors. UNFPA were, 
however, less sure of how much of this went to WLO or 
WOs specifically. Some agencies shared that finding out 
the amount and percentage of funding that has gone 
to WLOs would require a manual process, as it is not 
something that is automated into their tracking systems 
or available in the UN Partner Portal. Analysis is further 
complicated by the lack of a common definition of WO, 
especially outside the humanitarian space.
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To address some of the data gaps, both UNDP and 
UNICEF shared they have recently established internal 
tracking systems to better define and track who they 
are funding. UNICEF cross-checks information with 
its internal records and those of the UN Partner Portal 
and then calculates how much funding was transferred 
to local WOs/CSOs every year as part of regular 
humanitarian and gender reporting. For UNDP, the 
importance of partnering with and boosting support 
to WOs, WLOs and feminist civil society is emphasized 
in its Gender Equality Strategy 2022–2025. UNDP 
has integrated a dedicated section into its reporting 
processes for CSOs to track how CSOs partner with 
feminist organizations on at least one substantive 
initiative and on which kinds of actions or topics. 
Country offices have reported that the primary topic 
of their partnerships is to support women’s rights’ 
advocacy and the secondary topic is to address violence 
against women and girls. However, the reporting 
does not include how much funding is going to these 
partnerships. The reasons for this include that often 

74	  See the UNDP Gender Equality Seal for Public Institutions programme (https://www.gendersealpublicinstitutions.org/).

75	  Kasia Staszewska, Kellea Miller and Esther Lever, Moving More Money to the Drivers of Change: How Bilateral and Multilateral Funders Can Resource 
Feminist Movements (AWID and Mama Cash, 2020

the funds for WROs are packaged within a larger 
programme and not disaggregated by how the funds 
were used when reporting. UNDP also may have lessons 
from its gender seal programmes to inform system-wide 
tracking that goes beyond measuring whether WOs are 
funded to also measure substantive influence.74

Some pooled funds require even more stringent 
requirements because there are so many donors to 
manage. More stringent requirements result in WOs 
being virtually locked out of accessing such Country-
Based Pooled Funds. Recognizing this barrier, OCHA’s 
gender unit is manually mapping the status of Country-
Based Pooled Funds (of which there are 19 at the time 
of writing) that have partnerships with or are funding 
WOs. This kind of mapping will help to identify where 
there are partnerships and identify where there are 
gaps and institutional challenges. This example 
also demonstrates how data collection and analysis 
platforms are often not configured to disaggregate data 
beyond local and national actors.

•	•	THEME: CORE, FLEXIBLE AND LONGER-TERM FUNDING

The UN Trust Fund’s core, flexible and longer-term funding for grantee partners

The UN Trust Fund plays an important role, in partnership 
with others, in advocating for flexible, adaptative funding, 
self-care and collective care, and in gathering evidence 
on the impact of such funds. Its model of financing was 
highlighted as a good example by AWID, which noted a 
“willingness to make changes to their modalities (e.g. 
adjusting eligibility requirements, grant sizes, dedicated 
funding windows) over time as they learned about both 
what was working, and not working, to reach feminist 
organisations”.75

Informed by the experience and advocacy of other 
women’s funds and WOs over the years, the UN Trust 
Fund aims to increase resources to ensure organizational 

sustainability for its grantees and achieves this in many 
ways. In 2024, the UN Trust Fund provides grants of 
up to four years duration. In recognition of the need for 
flexible funding, especially in times of crisis, the UN Trust 
Fund implemented several measures to provide financial 
adaptability to its grantees through a supportive approach 
to budget and budget modifications. This includes budget 
categories for indirect costs, general operating and other 
direct costs, core funding for small WOs, and a self-care 
and a contingency line, as described further below. This 
adaptive approach supports efficiency to maximize the 
impact of the project based on evolving realities and needs 
on the ground and enables organizations to respond 
effectively to changing needs and circumstances.
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The UN Trust Fund’s approach to core and flexible fun- 
ding includes:

•	•	Personnel costs of 30 per cent of the overall budget 
for all organizations

•	•	Core and flexible funding allocations of a maximum 
of 15 per cent of direct project activity costs for all 
grantees, across indirect cost, general operating and 
other direct costs, and contingency budget lines

•	•	An additional 10 per cent in core funding for small 
organizations under the small-grant modality 
(grants sized from $100,000 to $250,000) to be 
used for costs not specifically attributable to the 
project activities, for example, costs associated 
with governance or board meetings; innovation and 
project development; fundraising; partnership and 
stakeholder management; organizational policies, 
procedures and systems; and other similar expenses

•	•	Coverage of self-care and collective care costs, 
with up to $7,500 for all grantees that can be 

used for a variety of activities to respond to staff 
burn-out, vicarious trauma and promote overall 
staff well-being

•	•	Capacity-development and knowledge exchange 
resources of up to $5,000

•	•	Flexibility for all grantees to reallocate funds between 
budget lines to meet certain core costs, ensure 
business continuity and minimize the impact of 
crises on projects and institutional stability

Through feedback and surveys, UN Trust Fund grantees 
have shared their appreciation for this approach, which 
provides flexibility and more core support than is typical 
of a United Nations donor. Notably, many grantees have 
indicated that their organization’s resilience improved 
significantly following support from the UN Trust Fund. 
A grantee respondent to the 2023 UN Trust Fund partner 
survey reported that:

	“ Self-care funding has enabled us to strengthen the implementation 

of our stress management policy and self-care activities. Our activities at 

our field offices became more structured during the UNTF [UN Trust Fund] 

funding, with the provision of office space and the ability to adapt to fresh 

crisis situations in some of our project locations. We were also supported 

to develop our 5-year Strategic Plan, which has provided a clear vision of 

where we are headed and our strategies on how to get there.

Flexible funding also translates to adaptability in 
programming. Each grantee is paired with a dedicated 
portfolio manager who provides continuous, personalized 
guidance throughout the project life cycle. This close 
partnership enables swift approval of and support for 
necessary adjustments to project activities in response to 
unforeseen challenges, be it natural disasters, conflicts or 
other disruptive events. Combining flexibility with hands-
on management ensures that partners can navigate 

unexpected hurdles effectively while maintaining the 
highest standards of accountability and impact.

The UN Trust Fund is also committed to supporting 
partners to mobilize resources for initiatives to end 
violence against women and girls from other donors 
through its convening power, networking and capacity-
strengthening of grantees. In its 2023 grantee survey, 
47 per cent of grantees reported successfully mobilizing 
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additional financing for the continuation, replication or 
scale-up of UN Trust Fund-supported projects or other 
initiatives to end violence against women and girls due 
to the UN Trust Fund’s support during their grant period.

Likely linked to the UN Trust Fund’s approach to core and 
flexible funds and its overall partnership approach with 
grantees is a focus on positively impacting organizational 
resilience and adaptability in crises. Through annual 

76	  WPHF, Annual project narrative progress report: WPHF Global Learning Hub (L-HUB) (2024).

surveys, the UN Trust Fund tracks and learns about what 
determines the organizational resilience and adaptability 
of WOs/CSOs. In 2023, 70 per cent of respondents to 
the annual partner survey reported a positive change in 
their organizational resilience and 75 per cent reported a 
positive change in their organizational adaptability during 
the grant period.

WPHF’s core funding and measuring its impact

Since 2020, and based on the recommendations of 
feminist CSOs, WPHF funding to local WOs has been 
made available through both a programmatic funding 
stream (ranging from $30,000 to $200,000) and an 
institutional funding (also known as core funding) stream 
(ranging from $2,500 to $30,000) for up to two years. 
WPHF often approves no-cost extensions if more time 
is needed. For programmatic grants, the budget can 
include no more than 7 per cent as indirect costs (per UN 
Women policy) but there is no limit on the percentage of 
the budget allocated to staff costs. WPHF encourages 
submissions from consortiums where only the lead 
agency needs to be registered, and other partners 
do not. This has contributed to smaller organizations 
receiving funding from WPHF through a consortium 
and then applying for a second round of funding as a 
lead organization, because of increased confidence and 
capacity to apply as the lead organization. WPHF has 
also provided funding that covers administrative costs 
for WOs to apply for or renew registration.

Through its Global Learning Hub, WPHF has provided 
grants of up to $10,000 to foster peer learning between 
its CSO partners. Through targeted calls for applications, 
WPHF-supported WOs are invited to develop a six-
month project with another organization to enhance 
the capacity of their staff through on-site visits, training 
and joint actions. This provides a very flexible modality 
in which WOs can use the funds for job shadowing, 
mentoring, training each other based on each 
organization’s strengths or attending training sessions 
in an area where both WOs need to expand their skills. 
To date, 35 peer-learning grants have been provided 
by WPHF (benefiting 70 WOs), leading to enhanced 
professional development of WO staff, reinforced 
strategic partnerships with peer CSOs, and increased 
efficiency and reach of organizations, according to 
peer learning reports.76 Application and reporting 
requirements for these grants are very simplified to 
avoid putting more burden on WOs. A WO from Nigeria 
reported that:

	“ The programme has made great impacts in our organization as 

it gave us an opportunity to engage meaningfully with peers from other 

CSOs. Some of our administrative staff had the opportunity to pair up 

with our tandem CSO staff to learn new human resources and operating 

systems which has contributed to improving our service delivery since 

after the peer-learning activity.
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Since 2020, WPHF has provided institutional grants 
to support operational costs and address non-
programmatic needs. A common concern among 
donors regarding institutional funding is the perceived 
difficulty in measuring its impact, leading to a preference 
for project-based funding, which is believed to offer 
more quantifiable results. To address this concern, 
WPHF assists WOs in defining and reporting the 
outcomes of institutional funding. The impact of 
such funding is assessed through metrics such as 
the average duration for which the organization can 
sustain itself, staff retention rates, and the adoption and 
implementation of adaptive strategies, tools or systems 
to strengthen the organization. More recently, WPHF 

has integrated new metrics on WOs who have secured 
additional resources beyond WPHF support because 
of institutional funding or new organizational capacity. 
Additional measures include the proportion of staff who 
have enhanced their capacity and technical expertise 
in areas such as management, resource mobilization, 
and monitoring and evaluation. Various types and 
levels of outcomes can be captured using appropriate, 
simplified and utilization-focused indicators that do not 
impose additional burdens on WOs. Crucially, the design 
and evaluation process should be demand driven and 
flexible, adhering to feminist monitoring and evaluation 
principles to ensure that the use of funding aligns with 
the organization’s evolving needs.

UN Women’s policy exemption to provide core and project funding to WOs in Afghanistan

UN Women has two modalities to provide funds to 
CSO/WROs. One is the typical partnership modality in 
which CSOs are implementing part of the UN Women’s 
strategic note and are implementing partners. The 
other is a small-grant modality (up to $30,000 for 
one year), exclusively to support the development or 
strengthening of the institutional capacity of CSOs. The 
second granting modality also has requirements that 
can be limiting to many WOs, including requiring the 
organization to be operational for three years, be legally 
registered and have bank accounts.

In Afghanistan, since the Taliban takeover, WROs are 
often not registered or do not have bank accounts. The 
Afghanistan Country Office asked for an exception to 
the small-grant policy to deliver a programme aimed at 
strengthening the organizational resilience of Afghan 
women’s CSOs. The programme planned to give 
demand-driven grants of up to $60,000 for up to two 
years and asked for an exception to the registration and 
formal banking criteria, to instead use a money service 
provider (i.e. the halwala system). The programme 
design is for two phases of resource distribution. 
In phase one, $15,000 grants were provided for core 
funding with simple budgets that included costs to 

attend training and support in project management for 
eight months. At the end of phase one, the partners 
develop a simple concept note to define a project of up 
to $45,000 in their community for 12 months. During 
this second phase, UN Women works with the CSO 
to register, as the government is becoming stricter 
regarding this requirement.

After three months of negotiation and a thorough risk 
assessment, the exception to the small-grant policy 
was granted. UN Women also set up a systematic 
monitoring structure with pairs of male and female 
monitoring coordinators based in the subregional 
offices, who each have a portfolio of grantees to support 
and monitor closely.

This monitoring element has proven to be 
critical to assessing which organizations 
should proceed to the second phase, 
and to helping to assuage concerns 
from headquarters and donors about 
risk management, as the monitoring 
coordinators become closely familiar 
with the partners.
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Although the exception was granted and the programme 
will reach its target of supporting 150 WOs in Afghanistan, 
it is limited because there is no sustainability plan for 
resourcing the WOs after the programme finishes. 
UN Women’s policy is that such small grants are only 
accessible to first-time partners, and this group of WOs 
will need to search elsewhere for additional funding. 

77	  UNFPA, Grant policy (2016). Available at: https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/admin-resource/PROG_Grant_Policy.pdf.

Additionally, the lack of coordination among United 
Nations agencies around funding opportunities for local 
partners in Afghanistan has resulted in many agencies 
implementing similar programmes at the same time 
rather than phasing them to provide more longer-term 
funding for partners.

UNFPA’s strengthening of institutional capacity of CSOs through small grants

UNFPA has a grant policy77 that outlines the use of 
grants as a funding modality to provide a small financial 
contribution to community-based organizations, not-
for-profit organizations or CSOs working in one or more 
areas of UNFPA’s mandate, solely for the purpose of 
building the internal capacity of funded organizations. 
Grants are up to $30,000 per year. A grant recipient 
cannot receive a grant in more than two consecutive 
years. The grants are used to build the capacity of an 
organization but cannot be used to undertake any activity 

on behalf of UNFPA. Application for, and management 
of, these grants are simplified, requiring only a final 
financial and narrative report. Once the grantee is 
selected, UNFPA works with them to develop a capacity-
building plan to clearly specify how the capacity of the 
grantee will be strengthened. Although the use of this 
policy differs across contexts, interviewees shared that 
many UNFPA offices use this policy to build the capacity 
of their partners to become implementing partners or 
access other types of funding.

Cost recovery for local CSOs

In support of the localization agenda, as of October 
2022, UNICEF considers 7  per cent of project or 
partnership funding as cost recovery to local CSOs. Cost 
recovery was previously only provided to international 
organizations that have headquarters outside of 
the programme country, and not to local or national 
organizations without headquarters outside of their 
operating country. Local organizations often have few 
resources to invest in strengthening their own capacity 
and systems, and their partnerships with the United 
Nations system often only consider direct project-
related costs. The 7 per cent of funding can be spent 
on any relevant needs of the local organization – for 
instance, to cover expenses such as insurance, banking, 
financial systems or human resources – and the local 
organization is not expected to account for individual 
components of the expenditure. This new procedure 
aims to contribute to strengthening the organizational 
infrastructure of local organizations, to enable them to 
deliver their vision.
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•	•	THEME: REDUCING ADMINISTRATIVE BURDENS IN ACCESSING AND MANAGING FUNDS

UNHCR’s grant agreements with organizations or groups led by forcibly displaced and stateless people

UNHCR’s grant agreements emerged from the 
Global Refugee Forum in 2019, which resulted in the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
directing his teams to figure out a way to directly fund 
organizations led by forcibly displaced and stateless 
people. An interdivisional task team across UNHCR, in 
collaboration with the UNHCR Global Refugee Advisory 
Board, developed a grant agreements package. The 
package provides grants of $4,000 (and up to $12,000 
per year) to grass-roots groups, including unregistered 
groups. The criteria are that the group is constituent led 
and serves displaced communities. The proposal and 
reporting requirements are simplified from a typical 
partnership agreement and, in many cases, UNHCR 
staff provide support to partners to complete these 
requirements. There are different modalities to dispense 
the funds, including to the bank account of a registered 
organization, to an organization registered in another 
country as a pass-through, to an individual’s bank 
account, or through mobile money.

Several aspects help to manage the potential risks of 
funding such groups including the limited amounts of 
funding, and UNHCR’s community-based approach in 
which staff have intimate knowledge of the community 
and local actors. Additionally, the fact that UNHCR’s 
constituents are refugees, asylum seekers and stateless 
people who cannot register their organization due to their 
status rather than generally being in opposition to the 
local government also helps with UNHCR’s government 
relations. During interviews, other agencies shared that a 
challenge in funding unregistered groups is the potential 
negative impact it will have on their relationships with 
their government counterparts. UNHCR shared that this 

was a primary concern of the multifunctional team at the 
beginning. However, as the grants were implemented, 
this turned out to only be an issue in a small handful of 
contexts and could be negotiated with the government 
as these groups are often fulfilling service delivery 
gaps in marginalized communities – something the 
government benefits from supporting.

These grants can be a stepping stone to bigger and more 
complex funding agreements. The grant preparation and 
giving is accompanied by seed funding but by wider 
networking opportunities, including with donors and 
consortia. The next step within UNHCR is the Refugee-
led Innovation Fund, which provides up to $45,000 with 
similar criteria and requirements as the above grants, 
but also includes capacity-strengthening to partners 
to develop capacity and procedures to manage funds. 
This capacity-strengthening component was included 
to respond to concerns about risk management and to 
support the organizational development of partners.

The keys to successfully rolling out this agreement were 
having high-level support and direction from the start, 
using a phased approach and starting small to prove 
the concept (UNHCR made 15 grant agreements in the 
first year and 107 grant agreements in the third year), 
and demonstrating how risks and government relations 
can be managed over time. 

A revised grant agreement package 
is being released in 2025. It further 
simplifies the grant agreement procedure, 
including through less mandatory 
documentation.
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The UN Trust Fund’s approach to ensure accessibility to the application process

The UN Trust Fund offers a comprehensive support 
package to applicants, throughout the application 
process and beyond. It has a two-phase application 
process to reduce the application burden across the 
ecosystem, starting with a brief concept note, which 
is followed by full proposal development for only 
shortlisted candidates and with technical support from 
the UN Trust Fund. The call for proposals is available in 
six languages and submissions are accepted in three 
languages (English, French and Spanish). Information 
sessions and proposal writing capacity enhancement 

are also provided in addition to technical support on 
programming principles and intersectional approaches 
during the application process. The UN Trust Fund also 
provides dedicated support for CSOs to understand 
and comply with the risk-based capacity assessment. 
Once awarded funding, partners complete six-monthly 
reporting, rather than the typical United Nations 
quarterly reporting, to reduce the management burden 
on partners. This approach ensures that organizations 
of all sizes and capacities can access funding and 
succeed in their projects.

WPHF’s accessible and supportive approach

To ensure funding opportunities are accessible to small 
and grass-roots organizations, WPHF’s application 
process is simplified and accessible (it is available in 
Arabic, French, English and Spanish, and screen reader 
friendly). WPHF holds information sessions for WROs 
and explains each section of the call for proposals, in 
addition to releasing question and answer documents 
publicly. Organizations can apply to one or both funding 
streams (programmatic and institutional) and apply 
individually or as a consortium, with formal registration 
only mandatory for the lead organization. Each year, 
WPHF reviews its application criteria based on data 
and input from current partners. For instance, WPHF 
recently removed the results framework in response to 
feedback that it was too challenging to complete and 
replaced it with a more simplified table to outline the 
project and plans.

After the selection process is completed based on 
WPHF criteria and needs on the ground, for WPHF’s 
regular funding cycles, the funds are provided through 

the Management Entity’s (that is, the United Nations 
agency at country level) grant or partnership agreement 
modality, in which the WOs may encounter administrative 
burdens in managing and reporting on these funds. 
WPHF is negotiating with UN Women for exceptions 
for WPHF grantees to some requirements to better fit 
crisis and conflict settings, allow for more flexibility and 
align with WPHF principles of grant making.

WPHF’s two other global funding streams are the 
Rapid Response Window on Women’s Participation 
in Peace Processes and the Implementation of Peace 
Agreements and Window for Women Human Rights 
Defenders – which are managed directly by the WPHF 
Secretariat in partnership with INGOs. These grants 
can follow different, more feminist practices such as 
very light reporting practices. For example, for direct 
support, WPHF reviews progress, next steps and risks 
over a phone call and drafts the report, and then has the 
partner review the report.

OCHA’s adaption of Country-Based Pooled Funds to fund small organizations in Ukraine

In Ukraine, OCHA first trialled a derogation to its 
standard eligibility process and eligibility requirements 
for selected small organizations, to enable them to 
be funded very quickly. The full capacity assessment 

was later undertaken for those organizations, and 
only a small number were able to meet the normal 
requirements, which were perceived as too onerous. As 
a result, a second pilot was implemented and involved a 
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simplified capacity assessment, which contextualized 
and simplified requirements to make funding more 
accessible to community-based organizations. 
This was mostly taken up by organizations that had 
previously been subpartners, and provided them with 
direct funding. To manage risks, a maximum funding 

ceiling was established together with additional 
monitoring measures. At the global level, OCHA has 
now commissioned a more general review of its partner 
eligibility process and is looking more widely at different 
ways to make funds more accessible, including through 
tiered eligibility arrangements.

IOM’s RRF mechanism to provide rapid access

The RRF is an umbrella grant mechanism, established 
by IOM in 2010 to provide fast and flexible support to 
national and international organizations for life-saving 
interventions. The RRF is currently implemented in 
seven countries and enables local actors to rapidly 
access funding and deliver humanitarian aid to the 
hardest to reach areas during conflicts and disasters. 
Once partners have been vetted, they are qualified to 
receive RRF funding again in the future without going 
through the assessment process again. This reduces 
the administrative burden on partners and can lead to 
multiple grants over the course of a project and to grants 
for multiple projects.

To be vetted, partners must undergo an implementing 
partner organizational assessment, which covers 
programmatic implementation experience (including 
staffing levels, sector knowledge and training, and 
monitoring and evaluation systems and practices), 
information on past projects, the geographic area of 
operations, and existing financial systems to manage 
grants. IOM cross-checks available information from 
relevant cluster leads and reporting, and through requests 
for past performance information from partners. After 
this information is reviewed, organizations are notified 
of recommendations for improvement, connected 
with relevant clusters and sub-clusters, and advised 
whether they would qualify to apply to the RRF in the 
event of emergency needs. Those who do not qualify are 
encouraged to keep in contact with IOM, which may refer 
partners to other relevant opportunities. All assessments 
are entered into the RRF database, including capacity-
building recommendations. Based on IOM procurement 
policy (IN/168), implementing partner assessments are 
valid for up to two years.

For subgrantees to be a recipient of funds from the RRF, 
they must meet the following basic conditions:

•	•	Registered locally as a humanitarian organization 
or non-profit organization

•	•	Established sectoral competence in the area 
of potential intervention to be supported by the  
subgrant

•	•	Established geographical presence in area of 
operation, or established capacity to mobilize in a 
short period of time

•	•	Able to meet standards of financial probity 
acceptable to IOM and the United Nations, with 
IOM able to provide additional support as needed 
within the context

•	•	Have a code of conduct conforming to international 
standards, particularly incorporating prevention 
of sexual exploitation and abuse in line with IASC 
guidance and IOM policy (IN/234), or agree to adopt 
a code of conduct based on IOM’s standards of 
conduct (IN/15)
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When partnering with these organizations, IOM also 
supports their organizational and technical ability (see 
Theme: Strengthening WOs/CSOs beyond funding) 

78	  See https://supportcso.unpartnerportal.org/hc/en-us/articles/9299767597463-Programme-Document-Template.

79	  UNICEF, The emergency procedures: simplified and streamlined for every emergency (L1, L2, L3) (New York, 2021). See p. 14 for a detailed overview of 
threshold limits per partner and per country office, and the accountability structure.

to strengthen their quick and effective response to 
emergencies, which ultimately enhances the organization’s 
emergency response long after receiving RRF funding.

UNICEF’s simplified documentation and emergency procedures

UNICEF does not have a specific small-grant policy. The 
regular programme document is used for all programme 
interventions that are not related to humanitarian action 
for which UNICEF’s cash and supply contribution 
exceeds $100,000. However, the simplified programme 
document is used for programme interventions 
with a UNICEF cash and supply contribution of up to 
$100,000 (replacing the small-scale funding policy) and 
for all humanitarian interventions, regardless of value 
(replacing the humanitarian programme document), 
and for contingency programme documents. Simplified 
programme documents provide some simplifications 
compared with regular programme documents. The 
programme document template, which has detailed 
sections, can be found online.78 The current programme 

document template is a standard form used for all types 
of partnerships, including regular and humanitarian 
programme documents, those with budgets below 
$100,000, and contingency programme documents. 
Country offices can select the appropriate type of 
partnership by choosing the relevant type of programme 
document from the same template.

UNICEF’s Emergency Procedures for Level 3, Level 2 and 
Level 1 emergencies enable country offices to speedily 
transfer funds to local CSOs meeting acute needs and 
delivering life-saving assistance. This start-up funding 
can be disbursed at predetermined threshold limits and is 
valid for up to three months or until a formal programme 
document is signed by UNICEF and the CSO.79

UNDP’s micro-capital or low value grants

In addition to other mechanisms such as small-grant 
agreements and innovation challenges, which create 
opportunities for, and can channel resources to, women’s 
CSOs, UNDP provides micro-capital or low-value grants 
as cash awards to CSOs. Low-value grants allow rapid 
experimentation and learning with comparatively small 
amounts of funding (up to $150,000 and a maximum of 
$300,000 over a programme period). To foster collaboration 
and defray risks, projects usually maintain a portfolio of 
grants with different stakeholders. These grants can be 

used for institutional capacity-strengthening and can 
support core operational costs. These grants do not require 
repayment and often support organizations representing 
marginalized or excluded populations, and often represents 
WOs. Such groups play a key advocacy role, ensure quick 
responses to development challenges, reach grassroots 
communities, and engage with underserved populations. 
In some cases, these organizations have unique legitimacy, 
like recognized unions, making their involvement crucial 
for certain projects.
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•	•	THEME: TRUSTING AND EQUITABLE RELATIONSHIPS

Constituent-based decision-making bodies

80	  For profiles, see https://globalcompactrefugees.org/media/advisory-board-members.

81	  Global Compact on Refugees, “Meaningful participation of refugees and stateless people in the Global Refugee Forum 2023 and beyond”, 27 November 2023.

82	  For terms of reference, see https://globalcompactrefugees.org/media/terms-reference-unhcrs-advisory-board-organizations-led-forcibly-
displaced-and-stateless.

Several participating agencies and programmes have 
established constituent-based advisory and decision-
making bodies to share power and get input from 
constituent groups. For example:

•	•	UNHCR’s Global Refugee Advisory Board is made 
up of organizations led by forcibly displaced 
and stateless people,80 including WLOs. The 
organizations provide strategic policy advice based 
on their experiences and represent the voices of 
their organizations. This includes contributing to 
enhancing equal and meaningful participation, 
including in Global Refugee Forum pledges,81 
and highlighting gaps and identifying promising 
practices of partnerships with organizations led by 
displaced and stateless persons.82

•	•	The UN Trust Fund’s Global Programme Advisory 
Committee provides programmatic advice, 
supports the review of final shortlisted grant 
applications, and endorses the grants (including 
the amounts) awarded. By design, the committee 
comprises representatives of United Nations 
entities and experts from CSOs or independent 
experts in ending violence against women and girls. 
In 2024, the committee had 4 out of 14 members 
from civil society and was in a process to refresh 
its approach to governance to address what it views 
as a critical gap in a more participatory approach to 
decision-making for the fund.

•	•	WPHF’s decision-making bodies, such as the 
Funding Board and National Steering Committees, 
include feminist international and local CSOs as 
decision-making actors. WPHF’s Funding Board 
is a supervisory body made up of four CSOs, four 
United Nations agencies and four of the largest 

donors to the fund. The CSOs rotate on the board 
every three years and all board members have equal 
decision-making powers on all funding allocations. 
At a country level, there are National Steering 
Committees that select which projects to fund and 
also include CSO representatives. CSOs are also 
part of advisory committees for the global windows 
and are regularly consulted for feedback and advice 
on WPHF’s processes and funding priorities, and to 
guide its principles.

•	•	Spotlight Initiative’s governance and decision-
making mechanisms include civil society at all levels. 
The initiative’s tripartite approach to governance 
and implementation (i.e. including governments, 
United Nations and civil society) is recognized as 
allowing better decision-making, building shared 
commitment, and establishing partnership and 
collaboration mechanisms essential for the work. 
Spotlight Initiative established a multilevel structure 
for independent civil society input in its national, 
regional and global Civil Society Reference Groups 
(CS-RGs). The groups have diverse membership 
from grass-roots to larger NGOs, and include 
those working with structurally oppressed groups. 
CS-RGs have a three-part mandate: to advise 
the initiative, to advocate for its objectives and to 
hold it accountable. CS-RG members have formal 
input in implementation through representation on 
National and Regional Steering Committees (with 
government and United Nations counterparts), and 
have full membership of the Governing Body and 
Operational Steering Committee – the two highest 
levels of Spotlight Initiative governance (and a 
level of civil society representation that is rare in 
the United Nations system). Civil society also has 
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numerous informal channels of input to country 
and regional teams through coordinators, and to the 
global level through biannual regional forums and 
the focal point system established and coordinated 
by the global CS-RG.

•	•	UN Women has also established such bodies 
in different projects. As an example, a project 
with women human rights defenders in Brazil – 
Connecting Women, Defending Rights – established 
a CSO steering committee, which oversaw strategic 
decisions of the programme, including the small-
grant arrangements and dynamics, building trust and 
strengthening relations with WOs and WO networks. 
Another example is the ACT to End Violence against 
Women programme from the Ending Violence 

against Women and Girls Section at UN Women 
headquarters. Under this programme, a Global 
Civil Society Steering Committee was established, 
comprising 16 women’s rights experts and activists 
working on ending violence against women from 
a diversity of perspectives and regions. The role 
of the steering committee is to ensure continuous 
alignment with the strategic priorities and needs of 
women’s rights movements and advise on the overall 
strategic direction of the programme. Moreover, 
four members of this steering committee also take 
part in the programme’s programme management 
committee, comprising the UN Women team that 
leads the programme and the European Union, the 
donor for the programme.

IOM’s exemption to partnership approach – Raising Voices Partnership

In light of the ongoing challenges in establishing 
equitable partnership agreements under current 
funding modalities, the global gender-based violence 
team at IOM sought alternatives to create a more trust-
based partnership with a local organization that had 
a comparative advantage in implementing prevention 
programming. This partnership is built on the principles 
of mutual respect, openness, accountability, mutual 
learning and equitable power dynamics, with both 
IOM and the partner expected to work jointly toward 
these values. The agreement clearly outlines the 
responsibilities of both IOM and the partner, aiming 
to foster a relationship in which responsibilities are 
shared. The agreement was designed not only to reduce 
the administrative burden typically associated with 
traditional partnership agreements – in which partners 
must submit periodic reports and deliver products to 
receive payments – but also to transform how IOM 
collaborates with its partners.

After two years of internal advocacy by the global 
gender-based violence team, including engagement 
with the legal department, the agreement was approved 
under a contribution agreement structure. This structure 
simplifies collaboration between IOM and the partner, 
enabling the partner to provide technical advice and 
guidance at both the global and national levels, helping 
IOM to implement the partner’s evidence-based 
approach, and enriching IOM’s expertise on the subject. 
The agreement was approved for an initial period of 
one year, with annual reviews and renewals. The time 
required for these reviews has been significantly 
reduced, taking a maximum of two months.

Although this modality worked in the end to provide 
a more trust-based partnership with the individual 
partner in this circumstance, it is viewed institutionally 
as an exception rather than building the case for the 
development of a new standardized modality.
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Spotlight Initiative’s guidance on building relationships and supporting civil society

83	  Examples include the Count Me In! Consortium’s feminist recommendations to Spotlight Initiative (https://www.awid.org/news-and-analysis/18-
feminist-recommendations-how-can-spotlight-initiative-end-gender-based), and a letter from CONCORD, the European Confederation of NGOs working 
on sustainable development and international cooperation.

84	 These included Spotlight Initiative Secretariat, Spotlight grassroots action plan: ensuring Spotlight Initiative funding reaches local and grassroots civil society 
organisations and Spotlight Initiative Secretariat, Spotlight specific integrated protection approach (Spotlight Initiative, 2022). Later, following reports of an 
uneven level of support being provided to CS-RGs by some country and regional teams, guidance on CS-RG engagement (Spotlight Initiative, Guidance note: 
achieving meaningful engagement and partnership with the Civil Society Reference Groups) was produced, along with compensation modalities (Spotlight 
Initiative, Guidance note on the compensation of Spotlight Initiative Civil Society Reference Group members) to support adequate remuneration of civil society’s 
time. An Accountability Framework was developed by the Secretariat to keep track of the issues raised by civil society, and subsequent actions taken.

Responding to civil society advocacy upon its launch,83 
Spotlight Initiative’s newly established Secretariat 
included an additional pillar of action and funded work 
in its design (see Theme: Intentional targeting and 
prioritization of WOs”), and invited key advocates (such 
as the Count Me In! consortium) to advise on strategies 
to ensure ongoing inclusion of feminist civil society in 
decision-making, to shift funding mechanisms to make 

them more accessible to grass-roots groups, and to 
ensure the integrated protection of women human rights 
defenders – with special attention in all instances to 
structurally excluded groups. Based on advocates’ 
advice, the Secretariat produced several guidance 
notes for country and regional teams on how to build 
relationships with, and support, civil society.84 

UNICEF’s partnership with Purposeful

UNICEF and Purposeful initiated a close partnership 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, when Purposeful and 
several allied funders formed the Global Resilience 
Fund, a crisis response grant-making mechanism 
moving resources to girls and young women. The Global 
Resilience Fund has continued to move resources to girls 
and young women responding to and impacted by acute 
and protracted crises across the world. In partnership 
with UNICEF, the Global Resilience Fund has moved 
flexible funding and capacity-bridging accompaniment 

to groups across Kenya, Sudan, Uganda, Lebanon and 
Jordan, which were led by, and worked directly with, 
adolescent girls and young women. The partnership is 
an example of a small-grant scheme facilitated through 
an intermediary. Lessons included the importance of a 
trust-based approach with partners and building close 
relationships (as Purposeful had with grantees) to listen 
to their needs, and of pairing capacity-strengthening 
with resourcing to be catalytic.

UN Women’s increase in indirect cost recovery to better reflect the needs of partners

The UN Women Ending Violence against Women and 
Girls Section commissioned a piece of work on the 
prevention of violence against women and identified 
the partner organization based on their specialized 
expertise and experience. Following standard protocol, 
they developed and released terms of reference for 
the work. The section’s preferred partner applied and, 
during the agreement negotiation process, the partner 
requested an increase in the indirect cost recovery from 
7 per cent to 12 per cent of funding to better reflect the 
operational costs of implementing the programme, 
and a change in the quarterly financial and narrative 

reporting requirements. Their rationale was that the 
project was small and discrete (approximately $100,000) 
and the reporting was burdensome and would hinder 
their ability to spend time on the project deliverables. 
The programme team wrote a justification and began 
a lengthy negotiation process with the Partnership 
Division, Finance Division and Division of Management 
and Administration, advocating that the partnership 
should be approved, and the higher rate agreed to, 
given the specialized nature of the work and the unique 
expertise of the partner organization.
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During the interview, it was shared that the dynamics 
that made this possible were that the partner was willing 
to decline the agreement, given that they are a globally 
recognized leader in the prevention space and it was 
UN Women that was requesting to work with them. The 
partner therefore held the negotiating power, which is 
often not the case with smaller, Global South partners. 
The partner agreed to adhere to the quarterly reporting 
requirements and had the ability to use some of its 
own discretionary funding to subsidize the project and 
manage the administrative requirements. In addition, 
given that the funding for the project came from the 
Australian Government Department of Foreign Affairs 

and Trade, which did not stipulate an indirect cost 
recovery cap of 7 per cent and was a more flexible donor, 
the operations team was willing to allow an exception.

In this and the IOM example, programme colleagues 
are often concerned about advertising these exceptions 
more widely in their agency, as they do not want to be 
seen as trouble-makers or difficult colleagues. They also 
shared that there is a sense that these exceptions are 
just that – isolated exceptions to standing policy – rather 
than being seen as a pathway or building a business 
case for policy change.

•	•	THEME: STRENGTHENING WOs/CSOs BEYOND FUNDING

UNFPA and UN Women’s initiative to build WLO capacity and leadership on humanitarian action

Between 2021 and 2023, UNFPA and UN Women led an 
initiative funded by an OCHA and United Nations Central 
Emergency Relief Fund (CERF) block grant to strengthen 
multisectoral responses to violence against women and 
girls in selected humanitarian settings (11 countries 
for UNFPA and 6 countries for UN Women). A key 
feature of the grant was to promote the empowerment 
of WLOs/WROs, including by fostering the capacity 
and leadership of WLOs on humanitarian action, so 
that they could take a lead role in programming and 
monitoring the prevention of, and response to, violence 
against women and girls. The initiative had a target to 
distribute 30 per cent of funding to local organizations, 
and surpassed that, achieving 40 per cent. Female 
front-line responders were supported through coaching, 
mentoring, organizational development and funding. 
For example, UNFPA supported local WOs in Somalia 
and South Sudan to co-lead subnational coordination 
mechanisms. One local WO in South Sudan, Women 
for Change, was asked to co-lead at the national level 
because they demonstrated their strength and capacity 
in this area, which has resulted in a raised profile and 
increased access to other funding sources. In 2023, 
an evaluation was done, and a learning paper is 
being developed.
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The UN Trust Fund’s and WPHF’s approaches to manage the risks of funding smaller CSOs, including 
through capacity-strengthening

85	  For more information on the WPHF Global Women’s Forum, see WPHF, Report: Global Women’s Forum for Peace and Humanitarian Action (GWF 2023), 
Berlin 23–25 May 2023.

The risks associated with funding smaller CSOs with 
less capacity are often a barrier to United Nations 
entities funding them. The UN Trust Fund and WPHF 
effectively manage the potential risks of funding smaller 
CSOs as first-time United Nations partners through 
specialized accompaniment, capacity development, and 
specialized grant-giving and management modalities. 
This hands-on approach allows the UN Trust Fund and 
WPHF to support WO/CSO partners to navigate United 
Nations funding requirements, effectively diminishing 
common risks such as mismanagement of funds and 
strengthening partner capacity and organizational 
resilience for longer-term sustainability.

Both funds noted that while donors recognize the 
importance of an intensive accompaniment approach, 
many may face challenges in allocating resources 
to fully support provision of this level of assistance 
to its partners.

Over 40 per cent of WPHF grantees have not received 
United Nations funding before receiving a WPHF grant, 
so WPHF provides capacity-building support, and 
5 per cent of the country allocation can be dedicated 
to capacity-building. This complementary approach 
has been successful with many partners, who reported 
receiving funds to scale up projects from other UN 
Women teams and United Nations agencies. As part of 
the WPHF Global Learning Hub and Global Community 
of Practice, WPHF provides capacity-building and 
peer-exchange webinars, resources and long-term 
peer-learning opportunities to grantees, to strengthen 
their institutional capabilities. To better respond to 
needs, WPHF also conducts post-webinar feedback 
surveys and an annual survey to assess CSOs’ learning 
priorities and to inform the design and planning of future 
institutional strengthening initiatives.

WPHF provides training and knowledge-sharing 
webinars, resources, meeting opportunities and peer-
learning grants to strengthen civil society partners’ 
institutional capabilities and resilience in key areas 
such as project design, strategic planning, feminist 
monitoring and evaluation, advocacy, resource 
mobilization, digital security, self-care, fraud prevention 
and prevention of sexual exploitation and abuse, as well 
as in technical topics such as violence against women 
and girls in emergencies. The objectives of WPHF’s 
capacity-strengthening efforts are to contribute to the 
sustainability and impact of WOs, with increased access 
to funding, within and beyond the United Nations system. 
According to the 2023 annual CSO survey, 82.5 per cent 
of WPHF civil society partners reported applying new 
knowledge and skills acquired through Global Learning 
Hub initiatives. WPHF is closely monitoring the impact 
of its learning initiatives and there are many stories of 
positive change. For example, a WO from Uganda noted 
that “We also used the training in resource mobilization 
to train our member organizations and they are recording 
success in fundraising”, and a WO from Burundi said 
that “Now we value results-based management and 
reporting which was not the case before”.

A recurrent finding from WPHF annual CSO surveys 
is WOs’ interest in, and demand for, in-person training 
and meetings to facilitate connections and learnings. In 
2023, WPHF brought together 87 WO representatives to 
discuss joint advocacy priorities and connect WOs with 
donors, high-level decision makers and international 
partners. The Global Women’s Forum85 culminated with 
the adoption of the Berlin Declaration, which captured 
the participants’ recommendations to influence key 
policy processes. Following the forum, WPHF launched 
a call for applications from the WOs that attended the 
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forum to support two advocacy projects led by pairs 
of WOs to advance the Berlin Declaration through 
two grants of $20,000 each. These cross-border 
projects are a good example of the longer-term effect 
on WOs who initiated partnerships to design joint 
project proposals. They show pooled funds can foster 
movement-building and bolster women’s collective 
voice beyond one-off events. Another lesson learned is 
that in-person exchanges are as important as funds to 
develop capacity and sustain WOs’ work and mandate. 
The third recommendation of the Berlin Declaration 
calls for “international organizations, INGOs and United 
Nations … [to] support – financially and technically – the 
establishment of spaces and platforms for regular and 
ongoing coordination, exchange of experiences and 
building of solidarity among local and grassroots civil 
society organizations led by women and people from 
other marginalized groups”.86

86	  Berlin Declaration 2023: women peacebuilders, humanitarian responders and human rights defenders call on the world to invest in their work on the frontlines.

Recognizing the diverse needs of its partners, many 
of which are first-time United Nations partners, the UN 
Trust Fund has developed a comprehensive package 
of capacity-strengthening and organizational support 
aiming to build stronger, more resilient organizations. 
This includes:

•	•	Providing operational support and accompaniment 
for grantees to address identified gaps in their risk 
assessment – such as improving organizational 
policies and procedures – and navigate United  
Nations rules

•	•	One-on-one ongoing and tailored technical support 
for each partner organization

•	•	Providing capacity enhancements and technical 
assistance on results-based management

A grantee respondent to the 2023 UN Trust Fund orga-
nizational grantee survey reported that:

	“ The tailored support from our manager on project revision, 

particularly in reformulating the outcomes for a more relevant project and 

defining indicators, was of support far exceeding our expectations. It was 

personalised coaching to improve our project and monitoring methods. We 

learned a lot in terms of project methodology.

The UN Trust Fund’s support of practice-based knowledge

The UN Trust Fund is committed to democratizing 
knowledge production and sharing in the field of ending 
violence against women and girls. This approach 
values the expertise of local organizations and creates 
platforms for peer learning and exchange. The UN Trust 
Fund regularly convenes and consults its grantees and 
relevant stakeholders, including through hosting virtual 
cafés on critical topics related to ending violence against 
women, such as technology-facilitated violence against 

women and girls, and including a budget line in projects 
to support partners’ own capacity development and 
knowledge exchange activities. For example, in 2022, 
the UN Trust Fund, in collaboration with grantees and 
external researchers, co-produced a practice-based 
knowledge series of 10 knowledge briefs titled Learning 
from Practice: Lessons on preventing violence from civil 
society organizations funded by the UN Trust Fund to End 
Violence against Women.
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The UN Trust Fund nurtures knowledge production and 
uptake, including through:

•	•	Co-producing multiple series of knowledge products 
with grantees, researchers and practitioners on topics 
including prevention, movement-building, small grass-
roots organizations and organizational resilience

•	•	Creating a budget line to support grantee partners’ capacity 
development and knowledge exchange activities

•	•	Producing knowledge products in various formats 
(including reports, briefs, podcasts and presentations) 
and languages to enhance accessibility and uptake

It also provides platforms and events 
for knowledge exchange, inclu- 
ding through:

•	•	Hosting knowledge exchange 
webinars and virtual cafés on 
critical topics related to ending 
violence against women, such as 
technology-facilitated violence 
against women and girls or conflict-
related sexual violence

•	•	Providing SHINE, a multilingual 
platform for knowledge exchange 
and dialogue among CSOs, the 
United Nations system, practitioners, 
academics and researchers, the 
private sector, donors, and other 
partners working to end violence  
against women

It also commissions strategic assessments and creates 
feedback loops, including through:

•	•	Periodically commissioning strategic assessments 
such as mid-term reviews, meta-evaluations and  
meta-analyses

•	•	Adjusting and contextualizing programmatic sup- 
port, calls for proposals and advocacy priorities, based 
on feedback received through the above-mentioned 
knowledge products, evaluations, grantee and partner 
surveys, and assessments

It also provides technical support 
in evaluation management, inclu- 
ding through:

•	•	Offering one-on-one technical 
support in evaluation management 
to all grantee organizations

•	•	Ensuring high-quality CSO-led  
evaluations that document best 
practices, challenges and action-
able recommendations
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A grantee respondent to the 2023 UN Trust Fund organizational grantee survey reported that:

	“ With other partners in Latin America, we have developed 

experience exchanges, project formations, and attended events where we 

participated as speakers. This contributes to regional collaboration and 

political advocacy to end violence against girls and women.

WPHF’s capture and sharing of knowledge and lessons from WOs operating in crisis settings

87	  Spotlight Initiative and WPHF, Peer exchange brief – key steps to coalition building: advocating for women’s rights, advancing peace and ending violence 
against women and girls (2022).

Part of WPHF’s mandate is to serve as a global 
knowledge centre for WOs working on the front lines 
of conflict and crises. In this regard, WPHF established 
a community of practice in 2020, which was expanded 
in 2021 to engage new donors and partners and offer 
different types of exchange and knowledge-building 
opportunities to a broader scope of CSOs. WPHF 
regularly collaborates with UN Women, Spotlight 
Initiative and other United Nations agencies such as the 
World Food Programme (WFP) and the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) to deepen the skills of 
WOs and to develop training resources, such as a peer 
exchange brief on key steps to coalition-building.87

In addition, WPHF is committed to enhancing the 
knowledge and visibility of lessons learned from, and 
best practices of, WOs operating in crisis and conflict 
settings on the global stage. It does this through:

•	•	Disseminating the research produced by WPHF civil 
society partners through knowledge café sessions 
and a digital library that gathers learning resources 
authored by WPHF and civil society partners

•	•	Producing briefs summarizing the strategies 
and challenges shared by WOs in the knowl- 
edge exchanges

•	•	Organizing in-person global meetings of WOs every 
two to three years to showcase their impact and 
achievements to international organizations, INGOs 
and other NGOs, academics, and government 
representatives

So far over 35 guides, tip-sheets and peer-exchange 
briefs have been produced as part of WPHF’s capacity-
strengthening strategy to meet the diverse expectations 
and learning paces of WOs and make knowledge-
sharing more inclusive.

UNHCR’s raising of the profile of organizations led by forcibly displaced and stateless women

In addition to resourcing, UNHCR also plays a role 
in bringing organizations led by forcibly displaced 
and stateless women to the forefront and providing 
opportunities for them to network and meet with each 
other and other funders. Some of the ways the agency 
does this are through:

•	•	NGO consultations, which take place biennially 
on an alternate between global and regional level 
consultations. These provide a forum for NGOs to 
give feedback to UNHCR, network together and have 
thematic discussions. In 2024, the themes were 
solutions, innovation and gender equality. UNHCR 
uses these spaces to share power and puts refugee-
led organizations and donors directly in touch.
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•	•	The Global Refugee Forum, which is held every four 
years, to support the implementation of the Global 
Compact on Refugees and brings together United 
Nations Member States, NGOs and refugee-led 
organizations. Among its objectives is a focus on 
addressing violence against women and girls and 
promoting gender equality.

88	  Social Development Direct, Thematic Assessment: Assessing Spotlight Initiative’s Contribution to the Engagement of Civil Society, the Implementation of 
‘Leave no one behind’, and Movement building, finding 2A.1.

89	 Ibid, finding 2A.3.

•	•	Refugee coordination groups, for which UNHCR has 
an organizational commitment to bring in WLOs 
as co-coordinators of the gender-based violence 
and gender groups. This gives the WLOs access 
to decision-making processes, including those on 
refugee funding appeals.

IOM’s RRF mechanism to strengthen capacity

As part of IOM’s Grand Bargain commitments, it works 
to increase the capacity of national organizations to 
respond to emergencies. Many national NGOs focus on 
development interventions and have limited experience 
or capacity to respond to emergencies. Through the 
RRF mechanism, IOM invests in strengthening the 
humanitarian sector-specific technical capacity of 
national NGOs, as well as their programme management, 

monitoring and evaluation, and proposal writing skills. 
During field monitoring visits, IOM RRF staff support 
training and development of monitoring tools, and 
provide technical advice to national NGO partners. Skills 
transferred through this method ensure that displaced 
populations receive the highest quality services 
and build the capacity of responders to respond in 
future emergencies.

United Nations’ non-financial roles and strengthening of women’s movements

A thematic assessment of Spotlight Initiative distilled 
several ways in which the United Nations played a 
strong role as a:

•	•	CONVENER: The United Nations was seen as a 
highly relevant and legitimate institution to support 
movement strengthening, especially as a convener88 
– in some countries, it was seen as the “only” entity 
that could provide support to movements.

•	•	BROKER: The United Nations was able to support 
WOs and civil society groups to access different 
decision makers at different levels, to advocate on 
programming to end violence against women and 
girls, and to raise their profile.89

•	•	INTERMEDIARY: The United Nations can play 
a powerful role with national governments and 
multilateral and bilateral donors, not only to broker 
relationships, but to advocate for WOs/CSOs’ 
rights and raise any concerns, bringing them to 
the forefront of government agendas. The United 
Nations could, according to a Civil Society National 
Reference Group member, stand “side by side with 
CSOs … to claim the advocacy spaces, find the 
spaces to influence government”. Spotlight Initiative 
included examples of collective United Nations and 
WO work with governments to advocate for specific 
laws, policies and national budgets on preventing 
and responding to violence against women and 
girls, and to challenge existing power imbalances, 
particularly between the government and WROs.
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Spotlight Initiative has a dedicated, funded pillar of 
action for strengthening women’s movements that was 
added to the initiative’s design in response to civil society 
advocacy, and research demonstrating the central 
role of WOs in catalysing and sustaining normative 
and policy shifts to end violence against women and 
girls.90 The result envisaged from such funding was 
that “women’s rights groups, autonomous social 
movements and civil society organisations, including 
those representing youth and groups facing multiple and 
intersecting forms of discrimination/marginalization, 
more effectively influence and advance progress on 
GEWE [gender equality and women’s empowerment] 
and ending VAWG [violence against women and girls]”.91 
The pillar of action, known as pillar 6 in the initiative’s 
first phase, was funded through allocation targets of 
10 to 15 per cent of all Spotlight Initiative funding, plus 

90	  Mala Htun and S. Laurel Weldon, “The civic origins of progressive policy change: combating violence against women in global perspective, 1975–2005”, 
American Political Science Review, vol. 106, No. 3 (August 2012).

91	  Spotlight Initiative, Spotlight Initiative global results framework (2018).

92	  Social Development Direct, Thematic Assessment: Assessing Spotlight Initiative’s Contribution to the Engagement of Civil Society, the Implementation of 
‘Leave no one behind’, and Movement building, p. 69.

10 per cent of all regional investment envelopes. A total 
of $85 million was awarded through pillar 6 by the end 
of the initiative’s first phase, $66 million of which was 
awarded to CSOs. Funding was dispersed either through 
partnership agreements or grants from agencies at 
country and regional level, or – from the global level – via 
direct, demand-driven grants through the UN Trust Fund 
and through WPHF via UN Women country offices. The 
latter totalled $36.6 million at the end of the initiative’s 
first phase, with 94 per cent of grants awarded to WLOs. 
One strikingly positive example in Mexico found that 
the United Nations, by combining non-resourcing roles 
with that of a funder and working with WOs, was able to 
convince the Secretariat of Women in Estado De Mexico 
to commit “to continuing to provide small grants to CSOs 
even after the Spotlight programme there closed”.92
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