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Introduction
What does it mean to build feminist ‘leadership’? What distinguishes
piecemeal capacity-building efforts from truly transformative shifts
in women’s leadership throughout an organisation or across a social
movement? What role can funders play to develop sustainable feminist
leadership in the movements and issue areas they support?

This case study presents an 18-month pilot programme with
women’s funds in Latin America. The lessons learned offer
good and meaningful practices for funders and activists who
want to do capacity strengthening differently – designed by
and for those whose capacities are being strengthened.

Background
Starting in November 2014, the Latin American Women's Funds
Executive Directors Project brought together the executive
directors of eight women’s funds from across Latin America.
Women’s funds around the world provide grants to grassroots
feminist organisations working to secure women’s rights and
social justice in their local and regional contexts.1 This project
created a rare opportunity for these eight Latin American
funds to consider how they might individually and collectively
move toward more sustainable models of leadership. The
project grew out of informal conversations among this group
of executive directors and Prospera: International Network
of Women’s Funds (formerly the International Network of
Women’s Funds), and became a reality thanks to funding
from a donor invested in co-created, participatory capacity
strengthening. The collaborative process between the directors
and donor meant that participants – and their organisations –
received support in the forms they truly needed.

to foster both individual and collective well-being.2 Conducted
with a feminist lens and a systemic and participatory approach,
the executive directors explored best practices for leading
their organisations more holistically and sustainably. They
experimented to balance productivity and personal well-being
– rooted in the knowledge and conviction that social change
organisations must integrate healthy ways of working and living
in order to engage in sustainable activism. The directors also
received individual coaching over the period of the project
to support them in assessing and addressing their own
organisation’s needs. In some cases, coaching was provided to
support organisational transitions. Finally, each fund received
modest funding to implement the action plan their organisation
had devised for addressing leadership issues and needs.
From the outset, the group worked to define leadership in line
with feminist principles and practices. For more than forty
years, feminist and women’s rights organisations have resisted
top-down models and have instead worked toward developing
feminist leadership. Though feminist leadership can take many
forms, at its best it aims to be shared, participatory, horizontal
and collaborative. Feminist leadership seeks to empower and
capacitate rather than direct and control. Feminist leadership
is alert to power dynamics and aims to disrupt rather than
reinforce them. A feminist approach provides an entry point for
donors and activists to consider leadership strengthening in
new ways.

Over a year and a half, the eight executive directors convened
twice to discuss organisational challenges and structure, the
position of the directors within their organisations, and the
importance of integrating caring practices in their organisations

1

In Latin America, women’s funds play a key role in supporting women’s, trans people’s and youth groups. Women’s funds provide financial and material resources,
strengthen grantees’ capacities and offer strategic spaces for meetings and dialogue. The eight women’s funds involved in this project are: Fondo Alquimia (Chile),
Fondo Centroamericano de Mujeres (Central America, based in Nicaragua), Fondo de Acción Urgente-América Latina (regional, based in Colombia), Fondo de
Mujeres del Sur (Argentina, Uruguay and Paraguay, based in Argentina), Fondo Lunaria (Colombia), Fondo Social Elas (Brazil), FRIDA (international, based in Mexico)
and Semillas (Mexico).
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Among the participating women’s funds, self-care and collective care are central issues, both in terms of what the funds support and how they operate. For instance,
Urgent Action Fund – Latin America & the Caribbean explicitly describes this as “sustainable activism”.
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Summary of findings
What we learned

What funders can do

Recognise the personal and organisational are political:
Feminist leadership development must go beyond building
individual leadership or management skills; it must also
address issues of collective capacity and collective care –
participants saw this as a political commitment. Developing
leadership requires building individual skills but also collective
capacities to support organisational well-being.

Take a broad view of the range of skills and capacities
needed for leadership development, providing resources
not only for learning “hard” management or leadership skills,
but also for areas related to holistic organisational well-being.
For example, in resourcing capacity strengthening, take into
account the full range of capacities that are needed for an
organisation to function in sustainable and healthy ways.

Invest in institutions as well as individuals: Feminist
leadership transformation requires investment throughout
an organisation, at all levels and in all areas. For example,
an unsustainable workload for managers likely indicates
deeper organisational challenges.

Consider the scale of resources needed to ensure
that groups can address organisational issues
comprehensively. This means allocating a portion of
leadership development monies for larger organisational
strengthening.

Create space for open, honest reflection: Capacitystrengthening initiatives need to offer adequate opportunities
and regular moments for deep reflection and strategic future
thinking.

Assess with grantee-partners the time and resources that
are realistically needed to engage in reflection and change
processes. Resource the process adequately and build into
funding agreements the time needed.

Be flexible with organisational structure: Supporting
organisations to experiment with new models and practices
can increase their capacity, creativity and productivity.

Adapt project design and funding as needed, making way
for participants’ creativity and insights to drive the process.

Create connections: Capacity strengthening, especially
within a community of organisations, or where movement
building is a goal, must build trust and support durable
connections.

Provide funding for cohorts and collaborations. Building
trust, connection and collective learning within a cohort
or group of organisations takes time, money and funder
commitment to supporting the process.
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Summary of findings

Lessons learned
The Latin American Women’s Funds Executive Directors Project provided
financial resources not typical of other funding or capacity-strengthening
support. Without a set agenda or pre-planned panel of external experts,
the executive directors were able to iterate and adapt the programme as
they identified their needs.

By emboldening the directors – who themselves sought to
build up their organisations from within – the project led
to some surprising findings, detailed below. The lessons
learned serve as guiding principles for designing, funding
and implementing transformative leadership strengthening.
Additionally, it is key for funders to reflect on the importance
not only of funding capacity-strengthening projects, but also
resourcing what is needed after project completion to ensure
that changes and recommendations are implemented and
maintained.

Lesson 1: Recognise that the
personal and organisational are
political.
In their fight for the rights of women, girls and trans people
in their countries and region, the leaders of Latin American
women’s funds have often engaged in this work at great
personal cost. In relatively small organisations, executive
directors were playing a variety of demanding roles requiring
sophisticated strategic and technical skills, as well as a good
knowledge of and solid background in women’s rights and
feminist movements. The expectations and demands on their
time and energy were not manageable. Their physical and
emotional health suffered, and inevitably, their organisations
felt the strains, too. The executive directors recognised a
need for leadership development within their organisations to
build skills, capacity and resilience, at both the individual and
organisational level.

in long-wished-for personal growth initiatives. Moreover, the
project unfolded within feminist organisations and movements
that recognise that both self-care and collective care within
an organisation matter and are political acts.3 In addressing
the personal struggles of the directors, a focus on developing
organisational caring practices became core to the initiative. In
recent years, the concept of self-care has increased in visibility
in communities of women human rights defenders, who are
at great risk for physical and emotional illness as a result of
stressful and dangerous work. However, in the context of
this capacity-strengthening project, the directors recognised
that the concept of self-care is fundamentally individualistic.
In order for caring practices to be holistic and effective,
they needed to recognise the dynamic relationship between
individual activists and their organisations. As one participant
explained, “Care is relational, it does not only depend on the
individual, but rather on the group.” In other words, care relates
to an entire group’s awareness of its collective care needs. In
this sense, embracing the importance of “collective care is a
political stand.” 4
Strikingly, despite its genesis in a group of exhausted
directors, this capacity-strengthenging project morphed into
a holistic process that inspired the participants and energised
entire organisations. As the project evaluation noted, “…
transformations experienced at the personal level […] led to
changes in the leadership style or how the teams now perceive
their welfare; [these transformations] point to an impact
that goes much beyond what could be financially quantified
because it has to do with changes in vision or mind-frames that
are already showing results and that will continue to have an
impact on the funds’ future work.”

These personal experiences directly influenced the design of
the programme, such as the one-on-one coaching and focus
on developing caring practices within their organisations. The
individual coaching provided during the project proved to be
highly valuable, enabling executive directors to participate

3

This formulation has been developed by Urgent Action Fund-Latin America. See for example Da Silva, M.L. (2017.) “Dialogue Related to Security and Care Among
Activists”. Reflections elaborated for the “Dialogue of Women in Movement: Rights and New Directions” event, Rio de Janeiro, Brazil. 26 January, 2017.
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See for example Cordero T. and Ilas. M. (2017.) “Collective care in human rights funding: a political stand". openDemocracy, 18 May 2017.

Lessons learned

Key Learning for Funders: Feminist leadership development
must focus attention on developing a full range of individual
skills, not just management or organisational skills. However,
bringing awareness to collective care is also a vital investment
in sustainable and transformative feminist leadership and in
nurturing sustainable organisations. Funders need to take a
broad view of the components of leadership development
and provide resources not only for learning “hard” skills in
areas like management, but also for areas related to holistic
organisational well-being, like attention to self-care and
collective care for all employees and volunteers within an
organisation.

Lesson 2: Invest in institutions
as well as individuals.
A key learning was that the “problem” facing the directors was
collective, not individual, and that solutions would also have to
be collective, participatory and holistic. During this process,
the executive directors realised that if the project only dealt
with how they themselves were working and suffering, it would
address only a symptom, leaving a larger problem untouched.
The untenable workloads that executive directors were
shouldering (and all the resulting stress) were manifestations
of issues that could only be addressed by the organisations as
a whole. In the end, fund directors, staff members and boards
all got involved. By engaging all staff members, the funds took
on organisational change initiatives that led to widespread
empowerment and increased dedication to the organisation.
The inclusion of staff and board members also directly
informed the new initiatives described in lesson #4 (see page 7).
Key Learning for Funders: Feminist leadership transformation
requires investment throughout an organisation, at all levels
and in all areas. Engaging staff and board members is
fundamental for feminist leaders’ capacity development.
Funders should think about the scale of resources needed in
order to ensure that organisations are in a position to address
organisational issues and needs comprehensively.
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Lesson 3: Create space for open,
honest reflection.
The project intentionally facilitated an environment where
executive directors and their teams could step away from
their day-to-day workloads and examine the personal,
organisational and political realities of their work. The
opportunities created through the retreats, interviews, Skype
meetings, individual and organisational coaching sessions and
exchanges provided a variety of methods and environments
for reflecting and strategising. Participants saw the “space”
created by this project as an uncommon and important
opportunity to reflect on themselves as activists and leaders of
organisations that are growing, are in transition or are in crisis.
Executive directors were empowered to rethink their strategies
and introduce changes to their organisational structures. While
the original workshop design focused on creating space for
dialogue and exchange among the executive directors, the
directors saw value in building relationships and supporting
networking among staff members at the various funds and
in learning from one another. Executive directors said that
they wished for more time and space to further connect with
other funds, to keep learning from them and continue sharing
resources.
Key Learning for Funders: Capacity-strengthening initiatives
need to create space for honest reflection, time for mutual
sharing and learning and regular touch points to allow
adequate opportunity for reflection and strategic future
thinking. Building this time into already demanding and busy
schedules is challenging, and can mean that some planned
activities need to be postponed or taken off staff members’
agendas and reassigned. Funders should assess with granteepartners the time that is realistically needed to engage in
reflection and change processes – and then build this time into
funding agreements.

Lesson 4: Be flexible with
organisational structure and
practice.
Participating executive directors took this time and space
to specifically reflect on the effectiveness and sustainability
of their current roles and organisational structures. Based
on review and reflection, some funds were able to institute
structural changes that freed up time for the staff and directors
to invest in personal development. An example of a successful,
newly implemented organisational model was one fund’s
creation of a deputy director/manager role, in addition to
the executive director. The deputy director dealt mainly with
day-to-day operations in administration and programmes.
Released from these tasks, the executive director was able to
increase her focus on resource mobilisation, improving fund
visibility and networking with peer organisations, movements
and donors at both national and international levels. Similarly,
another fund implemented a management model of executive
director plus a management team (shared leadership) with
similar success.
Other structural changes within the funds with respect to
issues such as working hours, office space and communication
practices also proved productive and beneficial. Across
participating funds, executive directors became more receptive
to the idea of flexible working hours for themselves and their
staffs. They found that flexible working hours led to greater
balance and a healthier, more flexible approach to work. In
addition, new communication models were developed that
effectively decentralised the flow of information. This freer
flow of information led to more empowered and engaged staff
members.
Key Learning for Funders: Creating space to experiment with
different organisational models and practices can support
organisations to try something new, thereby increasing
capacity and productivity and helping the organisation to
better achieve its goals. Funding that allows for changes in
project design or how the funding is used as the capacitystrengthening initiative unfolds can support creativity and the
development of new, more effective ways of working.
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Lesson 5: Create connections.
As a result of the project, the participating funds worked to
make changes in their office and organisational cultures to
encourage greater interaction and deeper connections within
the teams. For example, the project evaluation noted that one
fund opened “a space every Friday to share photos, music or
topics of interest. In the same fund, every two weeks a team
member leads a session on anything that s/he likes, unrelated
to work, as a way of sharing a different kind of enjoyment
among team members.” Other funds have changed their office
dynamics and physical space in order to facilitate both privacy
and collectivity with the aim of keeping the “dialogue open and
ongoing.”
The ability to share knowledge within and across funds was
also considered critically important and something executive
directors wish they had more opportunities to do. Participants
saw potential to promote and facilitate the free flow of
information, knowledge, resources and inspiration. They found
that organisational growth could be promoted and facilitated
by exchange and learning from relationships and alliances with
other organisations, networks and movements.
Key Learning for Funders: Capacity building, especially
within a community of organisations or where movement
building is a goal, should focus on giving organisations what
they need to build trust and connect with each other. Funders
should support cohorts and promote their networking and
mutual exchange. These are key to building trust and a sense
of connection and common purpose, which is, in turn, essential
for any group capacity-strengthening process.

Conclusion
The effects and benefits of a supportive and co-designed leadership
programme are clear. In this project, executive directors had the space
to reflect on current practices and strategise about new ones.

Implementing new models of organisational structure
freed up time for executive directors to focus on mobilising
resources and increasing visibility, and this new structuring
also allowed staff members to further self-care and collective
care practices and to pursue professional development goals
that increased the capacity of the organisation as a whole.
Finally, by facilitating relationship-building across teams and
organisations, funds built better networks based on trust and
learning.
These findings provide key lessons for funders interested
in investing in capacity-strengthening programmes that
are meaningful, effective, inclusive, participatory and
transformative. They emphasise the need for peer learning,
the potential when organisational staff and boards are
included, and the transformative potential of focusing on
collective capacity and collective well-being rather than
individual skills and individual care. Such initiatives provide
pathways for developing holistic and shared leadership
and fostering sustainable change.
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Conclusion

