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Six Pilots, One Learning Journey
Participatory grantmaking is a growing ethos in philanthropy, where funders cede power over funding decisions to the 

people affected by those decisions. It includes a wide range of practices, such as co-creation of strategy and priorities, 

diversification of grant committees and review panels, or even crowd-sourced decisions and voting by large groups. 

These methods enable grantmaking to benefit from the expertise of those closest to the issue, often leading  to more 

effective, innovative, and sustainable solutions. 

CJRF decided to shift to participatory grantmaking through a “learning by doing” approach. At a retreat in February 

2024, board and staff members designed a program of participatory grantmaking pilots that allowed us to try several 

methods and explore the appetite of our network members for engagement. From the February 2024 decision through 

late 2025, we ran six participatory grantmaking pilots: 

Global
We conducted a broad open call using an 

applicant collective process, where 

applicants reviewed each other’s proposals 

and voted to select awardees;

Bay of Bengal
Our Loss and Damage team tested a 

network-based grantmaking process where 

a cohort of current and former CJRF grantee 

partners nominated new grant partners; 

Mara-Serengeti
A systems mapping methodology supported 

movement actors to co-create a grantmaking 

strategy across the Kenya-Tanzania border; 

East Africa
Our Loss and Damage team developed a 

fast-paced, trust-based model that 

empowered individual “changemakers” in 

the region to each make a grant; 

Small Grants
We tested much smaller grants than CJRF 

has typically made in the past using a 

network based grantmaking process;

Andes Pilot
Our Loss and Damage team engaged with 

CJRF’s network to test a “pass on” model of 

sharing the call for applications. 
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We also planned to convene a participatory 

grantmaking council with Indigenous members from 

Alaska, Canada, and Greenland in an Arctic pilot, but 

geopolitical disruptions in 2025 made it impractical to 

convene participants in Alaska as planned. Combined 

with increasingly constrained CJRF capacity, this led 

to the pilot’s cancellation. To compensate for their 

engagement, we made small, unrestricted 

contributions to the eight organisations who were 

going to be our planning partners for this pilot. 

Throughout these pilots, our staff and Board learned 

important lessons regarding the design of 

participatory grantmaking, the capacity needed to 

undertake these participatory processes, and the 

importance of non-grantmaking outcomes and 

processes. Below, we share some of these key lessons. 

These lessons will inform CJRF’s ongoing grantmaking 

design as we implement our new strategic framework 

(2026-2030). 

CJRF’s Participatory Grantmaking 
Pilot Lessons: 2024-2025

It is important to tailor participatory grantmaking models to context — there is no one-size-fits-all 
approach. Each pilot demonstrated the effectiveness, pros, and cons of a participatory grantmaking model 

in a given geographic, relational, and thematic context. What works in one region or theme may not work 

in another without tailoring. 

1

Throughout the pilots, the network/relationship model proved to be one of CJRF’s strongest assets — 
and could be central to our future funding approach. Multiple pilots demonstrated that CJRF's existing 

networks are a genuine advantage. Future participatory grantmaking should deliberately consider 

network-based grantmaking — while building in mechanisms to align with CJRF’s strategy, values, and 

counteract the bias and conflicts of interest that networks inevitably carry.

2

Power must be interrogated at every stage of a participatory grant cycle, not just for the ultimate 
decision-making. Transferring final decision-making power is only one dimension of power-sharing. 

Significant power resides in who designs the process, who sets the criteria, who nominates, how voting 

groups or nomination pools are structured, what languages are used, and what forms of knowledge are 

valued. Future participatory grantmaking will need to build explicit power interrogation checkpoints into 

every stage of the grantmaking cycle: planning, design, decision-making, implementation, and reflection.

3
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CJRF’s Participatory Grantmaking 
Pilot Lessons: 2024-2025

Staff and organisational capacity must be planned for before launching participatory grantmaking 
processes, not discovered as a constraint mid-way. Participatory grantmaking takes more capacity than 

traditional top-down decision-making. Every pilot was affected by capacity gaps. New participatory 

grantmaking must begin with an honest audit of available capacity — including skills, translation, facilitation, 

data management, and legal/compliance — and either resource up or constrain scope accordingly.

4

Networking, peer learning, and solidarity-building are valued by participants and should be resourced. 
Partners across pilots valued the connections, solidarity, and learning facilitated by participatory 

grantmaking processes as much as the grants themselves. In the loss and damage pilots, accompaniment 

emerged not simply as a support mechanism, but as a distinct way of working that is relational, adaptive, 

and grounded in mutual learning, enabling partners to strengthen agency, expand ambition, and connect 

their work across scales. 

5

Design for conflict of interest from the outset — not as an afterthought. The pilots identified that conflict 

of interest, conflict of loyalty, and varying power dynamics were not factored in from the planning and 

design stages, which created difficulties later. Future participatory grantmaking processes, especially if 

network-centered, should consider: a clear conflict of interest policy, an action plan for how conflicts will 

be handled, and a structured internal reflection process — particularly on power and positionality — so 

staff and advisory bodies can course-correct as necessary. 

7

Longer-term, renewable, flexible grants are more likely to support genuine systems change. Partners 

across all pilots and geographies consistently valued flexibility: autonomy over budget revisions, the ability 

to set the pace of contact with CJRF, and broad definitions of what activities could be funded. CJRF’s 

2026-2030 strategy commits to grants generally starting at $200,000 and multi-year in length, which is 

well-supported by the pilot evidence. 

6
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Additional Reading
For additional reading on our various participatory grantmaking pilots, we invite you to explore the following 

lessons and insights.

O V E R A L L  P R O G R A M  O F  P I L O T S I N D I V I D U A L  P I L O T S
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https://cjrfund.org/learning-by-doing-testing-new-models-for-participation/
https://cjrfund.org/cjrfs-2024-open-call-four-lessons-from-our-first-participatory-grantmaking-experience/
https://cjrfund.org/strengthening-marginalized-voices-in-the-mara-serengeti/
https://cjrfund.org/announcing-new-loss-and-damage-grants-in-bangladesh-and-india/
https://cjrfund.org/announcing-new-loss-and-damage-grants-in-east-africa/
https://cjrfund.org/announcing-our-six-new-partners-from-cjrfs-small-grants-pilot/
https://cjrfund.org/driven-by-communities-participatory-systems-mapping-for-climate-justice-grantmaking/
https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/mv4beagcpg9ys83lkzamf/CJRF-PGM-Pilot-Case-Studies_Final-Design.pdf?rlkey=vq9qpwkx3zwymioj3qdwfvifo&e=1&dl=0
https://cjrfund.org/funding-climate-justice-with-accompaniment/
https://cjrfund.org/what-accompaniment-looks-like-in-practice/

