Investing well in the right places:

why fund women’s funds
By Zohra Moosa and Sunny Daly
© Mama Cash, February 2015

Women’s funds are public foundations that aim to support and fund women-led solutions to the root
causes of social injustice. Mama Cash, as the first international women’s fund, has played an
important and active role in the promotion and support of a growing number of women’s funds
around the world. We believe that a strong global architecture of women’s funds is a key strategy to
build powerful, effective and sustainable women’s rights movements in all corners of the globe.
Mama Cash’s theory of change is that supporting feminist1 groups and movements is the most
effective and lasting route to ending the inequality and injustice experienced by many millions of
women, girls and trans*2 people around the world.
Our work over thirty years has taught us that:
1. Collective action by women, girls and trans* people is what has, is and will continue to
change the world so that they and others affected by injustice can exercise their rights.
2. Women’s, girls’ and trans* people’ rights groups and movements are effectively organising
and empowering women, girls and trans* people to mount this collective action.
3. Women’s funds are uniquely positioned to get the right resources to these groups and
movements to achieve their goals.
An expanding body of external evidence3 confirms the critical role of collective action, women’s
groups and movements, and women’s funds to advancing women’s rights and gender equality.
However, resources have not yet caught up to this reality.4 More (adequate quantity) and better
(appropriate quality) resources are necessary if women’s funds are to bring our efforts to scale and
ultimately succeed in supporting social change movements to fully realise women’s, girls’ and trans*
people’s rights.

I. Collective action: the driver for women’s rights
Shifts in relationships of power among individuals and communities and in wider society are not the
product of outsiders bestowing ‘empowerment’5 nor of isolated individuals working independently
to make it so. Rather, relationships of power change as the result of groups of disempowered people
coming together to understand and reflect on their conditions (consciousness-raising), and then
organising themselves and others to demand change that better serves their interests based on their
particular contexts (mobilisation, collective action).6

Women, girls and trans* people working together have repeatedly demonstrated this pattern;
advances in their rights have been achieved because feminist groups and social movements have
pushed for them themselves. The largest relevant statistical review ever conducted shows this
empirically: data from 70 countries over the course of four decades found that the presence of
independent feminist movements was the single most important factor in advancing action to
tackle violence against women – more important than a country’s wealth or the number of women in
government.7 Mama Cash’s own qualitative research on grantees’ work to end gender-based
violence also showed how important self-led groups are in putting otherwise contested and
overlooked issues onto political agendas, thereby contributing to changing systems that perpetuate
violence.8

II. Women’s rights groups and movements: how collective action happens
There is a growing consensus among powerful institutions such as the World Bank,9 private
foundations such as the Bill and Melinda Gates10 and Nike foundations,11 and bilateral donor
governments12 that support to women’s rights is critical. The private sector is also publicly
recognising the importance of gender equality, as shown by initiatives led by companies such as
Coca-Cola (5x20), Gap Inc. (P.A.C.E. programme), Goldman Sachs (10,000 Women) and others.13
Independent research and Mama Cash’s own experience have shown that it is women’s rights groups
that create and foster the critical collective action needed for women’s rights.14, 15 Mama Cash has
also learned that how women, girls and trans* people organise to take collective action matters.
Social change that makes a tangible difference in people’s lives and lasts is led by groups that:
1. Aim for structural change
Social change is more sustainable and has a greater reach when groups address the root
causes that maintain injustice rather than only alleviating the symptoms of injustice for those
they can currently reach.
2. Focus on under-addressed or contested issues
Concentrating on overlooked issues or those relegated to the margins helps challenge some
of the most entrenched injustices, where the strongest resistance to change often operates.
This work is critical to changing the heart of unjust, inequitable power relations that
marginalise the world’s majority.
3. Are self-led
Social change that is effective and truly empowering is led by people speaking for themselves
and representing their own interests. The process of change shapes the outcomes.16

III. Women’s funds: keeping groups and movements alive
Women’s funds exist to support and strengthen women’s rights groups and movements by providing
them adequate and appropriate financial and other resources to realise their vision, and to
encourage others to join in this work. Women’s funds are uniquely well-placed to do this work17 for
five reasons:
1. Women’s funds are from, of and for the social movements they support
As a result of their emergence from the very movements they seek to support, women’s
funds are well-connected to and have an expert understanding of the needs and
opportunities of women, girls and trans* people working for human rights in their contexts.
Women’s funds are also accountable to feminist and other social movements for these
reasons.
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2. Women’s funds are innovators
Women’s funds are in many cases the first, main and sometimes only source of support for
initiatives conceived of and led by women, girls and trans* people. Women’s funds regularly
support new and non-mainstream groups, including groups that are not legally registered for
practical or political reasons. They do this intentionally to support innovation and because
they recognise that change is possible only where people are prepared to take risks to test
new and creative strategies. Many women’s funds are unique in intentionally funding
‘emerging’ groups in earlier stages of their development, supporting them to launch and
consolidate their efforts over time to become ‘established’ groups.
Women’s funds place a heavy emphasis on learning and adapting. Many design their
grantmaking mechanisms to be able to act fast, supporting urgent demonstrations, for
example, or providing emergency assistance to activists at risk. Others use peer decision
making mechanisms, where decisions about which groups to fund are made by peers in the
movement to ensure decisions reflect the most current trends and priorities in those
movements. Women’s funds’ application and reporting procedures are highly accessible,
both linguistically and technically, and they help to ensure that emerging or low-capacity
groups can reach necessary funding.
3. Women’s funds fund smartly
Women’s funds prioritise flexible, core support and multi-year funding to ensure the
development of a diversity of strong groups and movements over time because social change
is a long-term, non-linear process.18 As many women’s rights groups operate in contexts with
high levels of discrimination, political repression and conflict, this support strategy allows
groups and movements to determine their own priorities, respond to unexpected
opportunities and cover essential operating costs that other funders may be reluctant to
fund.19 Women’s funds also facilitate knowledge sharing among movements from different
parts of the world, across regions and across issues – something groups say they value and
need – and often cannot access from other donors.
4. Women’s funds fund deeply
Financial resources alone are not sufficient. In addition to direct grants, Mama Cash and
many other women’s funds provide capacity support to build organisational capacities,
fundraising and financial management abilities, alliances and networks to scale up influence
and power, and evaluation tools to track impact, learn and adapt. They also support groups
to attend convenings and conferences, provide funds to more established groups to provide
support to emerging groups, and link groups to individuals and organisations that can
provide technical assistance on specific topics such as leadership development or how to
conduct an audit. This often enables emerging groups to establish themselves and to
eventually secure funding from a wider spectrum of donors.
5. Women’s funds are multipliers
Women’s funds have a long history of catalysing and sustaining powerful and effective
women’s rights movements20 and are important experts and advocates for how to fund to
achieve social change. They do advocacy with local, national and international donors of
many types to ensure that more and better resources are devoted to women’s, girls’ and
trans* people’s rights. This work is fundamental where there is little history of local
philanthropy, and where there is little investment in rights-based work. Women’s funds
aggregate data about funding to women’s rights, and help make visible both the positive
impact of increasing resources to women’s, girls’ and trans* people’s movements, as well as
the dire scarcity of funding for women’s, girls’ and trans* people’s rights.
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IV. Funding women’s funds: recommendations
Donors seeking to advance women’s rights and gender equality should fund the leading catalyst in
securing such social change: collective action by women’s rights groups. Because many of these
operate at a grassroots level, take on controversial issues, use approaches that may seem risky, are
emerging or informal, or do not have the administrative or financial infrastructure to reach what
funding is available, donors should also fund the women’s funds that are uniquely and best placed to
sustain them.
1. Fund both women’s rights groups and women’s funds
Women’s rights groups, organisations and movements are the drivers of collective action by
women, girls and trans* people that will secure the social change we seek. They need
adequate and appropriate resources to do this work. More funding to women’s rights
groups, organisations and movements is needed but donors cannot always reach those doing
some of the most critical work. Women’s funds are the mechanism to do so and should be
supported in their own right.
2. Provide more funding
The resources available for groups of women, girls and trans* people to organise, strengthen
and grow their movements for collective action are insufficient. One study has found that the
median income of over 700 women’s rights organisations surveyed from around the world
was just 20,000 USD. Almost a quarter of these groups had incomes of 5,000 USD or less.
Women’s funds vary in scope – from local, national, regional and global funds to those
focused on specific issues or populations – but most receive far more requests for funding
than they are able to fulfil. These funds have the capacity to absorb and distribute greater
funding.21 Donors that are serious about advancing women’s rights should substantially and
sustainably increase the resources they dedicate to collective action by women’s rights
groups and movements, and the women’s funds that sustain them.
3. Provide better funding
Women’s rights groups, movements and funds are the experts on their needs, and work with
a view to the long-term goal of securing rights for all women, girls and trans* people. Their
ambitions, strategies and methods, however, may not fit into “standard” or predetermined
assessment tools. Donors who want to make a difference should therefore provide funding
in the way that facilitates groups, movements and funds doing what they do best. This
means using proportional and accessible proposal and report requirements, and providing
flexible (can be used for unanticipated opportunities and threats), core (versus projectbased, allows groups to determine their own priorities and test new ideas), and longer-term
multi-year (to provide stability and an ability to plan ahead and strategise) funding.
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economic life.” See the Overview Report (2013).
2

To respect their preference, we use the name “trans*,” with an asterisk, denoting a placeholder for the “entire range of
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