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Funding differently for systems change: Learning on collaboration, 

equity and funding at scale from Propel’s first three years

Executive summary

Across the funding sector, funders are showing a growing interest in collaborative, equitable 

and system-focused approaches. However, how such ambitions can be implemented is 

unclear, particularly when funders with differing mandates, constraints and interpretations of 

systems change work together. Bridging the gap between intent and implementation remains a 

challenge with important implications for the effectiveness of funding in addressing long-standing 

structural inequalities.

Propel represents a distinctive response to this challenge. Rather than operating only as a 

mechanism for distributing resources, it functions as a deliberate experiment in changing funding 

alongside funding change. Through its 10-year commitment to tackling London’s structural 

inequalities, Propel requires participating institutions to examine and, in some cases, disrupt 

their own established practices. It is valuable not only for its scale and ambition, but also for 

its openness about the complexity and tensions involved in efforts to shift entrenched power 

dynamics. As such, it is a compelling case study for funders seeking to translate systems change 

ideas into practice.

This report captures learning from the first three years of Propel (2022-2025), a cross-sector 
collaboration that brings funders, equity partners and organisations led by and for London’s 

communities together to tackle systemic inequalities. Drawing on interviews, workshops and 

shared learning between 2022 and 2026,1 it reflects on what it takes to fund and support systems 
change at scale and on how funding itself must change to make this possible.

Propel set out with two parallel ambitions:

To enable organisations to 

address root causes through 

long-term, equity-centred 

collaboration

To test new ways of funding 

that shift power, build trust 

and move beyond short-term 

grant cycles

The learning in this report is intended to inform Propel’s next phase, from 2026 onwards. It also 

aims to contribute to wider conversations about how funders and civil society can collaborate to 

achieve lasting change.

1 Learning about the first three years of Propel (2022-2025) was gathered from activities conducted by IVAR between late 
2022 and early 2026.

mailto:enquiries%40ivar.org.uk?subject=
https://www.ivar.org.uk/
https://www.ivar.org.uk/


5enquiries@ivar.org.uk
ivar.org.uk

Funding differently for systems change: Learning on collaboration, 

equity and funding at scale from Propel’s first three years

Key findings

1. Long-term, flexible funding is essential for systems change

The report finds that time and stability are foundational conditions for broader, structural 
change. Multi-year, flexible funding enabled organisations to move beyond short-term 
survival, providing the “headspace” required to reflect, build partnerships and engage 
with complex systems. Without this stability, organisations were often stuck in cycles of 

firefighting and delivery, limiting their capacity to think strategically or influence wider 
change. Longer funding horizons also legitimise planning, learning and relationship-building 

as fundable activity, challenging traditional assumptions about what constitutes value 

for money.

2. Systems change has no single definition

A recurring theme throughout the report is that partners understood systems change in very 

different ways. Funders often spoke in formal terms; the definitions used oscillated between 
a structural ambition and an internal desire to change their bureaucratic practices, while 

funded organisations described systems change through more grounded lenses: sustaining 

communities, challenging power, preventing regression or shifting narratives. Many did not 

naturally use the language of “systems change” at all.

Rather than resolving this through a single, imposed definition, Propel gradually embraced 
a more flexible approach. This ensured that defining “systems change” did not itself become 
an exercise of power and recognised that organisations operate at different scales, stages 

and points of influence. For instance, directing long-term, core funding to historically 
under-resourced, “led by-and-for” organisations could be a form of systems change. 

Stabilising these organisations strengthens the civil society infrastructure needed for future 

transformation, even where current activity focuses on delivery rather than advocacy or 

policy reform.

This report sets out a practical framework with three interconnected routes through which 

funding contributes to systems change:

• Strengthening underfunded equity-led organisations

• Funding work that explicitly dismantles structural barriers

• Linking frontline delivery to longer-term influence

This framework helps funders move away from binary judgments about what “counts” as 

systems change, supporting a more nuanced, developmental understanding of impact within 

different contexts.
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Funding differently for systems change: Learning on collaboration, 

equity and funding at scale from Propel’s first three years

3. Equity cannot be reduced to numbers alone

Propel’s commitment to funding organisations “led by and for” communities experiencing structural 

inequality showed the limitations of relying solely on quantitative thresholds, such as board or 

staff composition. While the data provided a starting point, it sometimes excluded deeply rooted 

community organisations or included organisations that met numerical criteria but lacked 

accountability or an equity-informed approach. The report finds that involving equity partners from 
equity infrastructure organisations directly in assessment and decision-making improves the quality 

of funding decisions, grounding them in lived experience and contextual judgment. However, this shift 

also revealed tensions around “equity within equity”. Friction emerged when different organisations 

were held to different standards regarding intersectionality, or when some equity partners were 

required to work closely with other equity organisations with fundamentally different standpoints. 

Systems change, the report makes clear, is inherently complex and sometimes uncomfortable.

4.  Power sharing improves over time, but structural constraints remain

Propel made progress in shifting power, particularly through the involvement of equity partners in 

programme design and, later, funding decisions. By year three, equity partners played a central 

role in assessing Expressions of Interest (EOI) for long-term grants, contributing to a strong focus 

on led by-and-for organisations within the long-term cohort.

At the same time, power sharing was constrained by funder governance requirements, aligned 

funding models (in which fund priorities are agreed upon but individual funders assess, award 

and manage grants according to their governance processes and timeframes), pace pressures 

and limited resourcing for equity partners. Equity partners’ experiences ranged from optimism to 

scepticism, underscoring that shifting power is not a one-off achievement but an ongoing practice 

that requires sustained intent and investment.

mailto:enquiries%40ivar.org.uk?subject=
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5. Collaboration can help to change funder behaviour 

The report shows that Propel functioned as a systems-change intervention for funders 

themselves. Participation prompted some changes in risk appetite, reporting practices, attitudes 

to advocacy and the willingness to fund long-term, flexible work – Propel supported them in 
reflecting on and shifting their practices within their organisations. Collaboration led to creative 
approaches: for example, City Bridge Foundation (CBF) and The National Lottery Community 

Fund provided an additional one-year Extend grant to those funded by the Greater London 

Authority (GLA), which could only offer two-year grants due to political and financial cycles.

However, the experience also revealed limits to aligned funding models. While a single 

application route reduced administrative burden, funded organisations’ experiences still varied 

significantly in their terms and expectations, making the system feel like a “funder lottery”. The 
report concludes that pooled funding presents a significant opportunity for genuinely collective 
decision-making, consistency of practice and deeper power-sharing across partnerships.

6. Trust-based learning is an essential ingredient of funding for systems change

Traditional monitoring and output-driven reporting are poorly suited to the complexity of 

systems change. Propel’s move towards relational, conversational learning created space for 

honesty, adaptation and shared problem solving. This was particularly true when funders took 

responsibility for capturing learning rather than placing the burden on funded organisations. 

Learning was most effective when embedded in governance, properly resourced and supported 

by an independent learning partner that held partners accountable to shared principles.

What Propel reveals

Overall, the report shows that it is possible to fund differently. Propel shows that building a 

more effective and equitable funding ecosystem requires investment not only in shared financial 
resources but also in the infrastructure that enables collaboration to function well, including 

shared learning, convening, and governance arrangements capable of holding tension, 

supporting adaptation, and sustaining collective effort over time. Many partners traced Propel’s 

collaborative confidence back to the London Community Response (LCR), describing it as a 
catalyst that built relationships and permission to work differently. They framed Propel as the 

next stage in this journey: a move from responding to crisis out of necessity to tackling root 

causes out of choice.

As Propel moves into its long-term funding phase, an important next step is the  

Collaboration Circle, a pooled fund set up to bring together funders and civil society organisations 

to design, learn and make funding decisions together. Learning from the programme’s first three 
years highlights the importance of fully resourcing equity involvement, embedding learning to 

keep it active and continuing to test and refine a genuinely pooled funding model. Propel has 
laid strong foundations, and early signs point to progress in changing systems from within. At the 

same time, the findings make clear that further shifts in power are both necessary and possible. 
The Collaboration Circle is a critical vehicle for achieving Propel’s ambition to put money and 

power in the hands of communities best placed to drive change.

mailto:enquiries%40ivar.org.uk?subject=
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Introduction 

This learning report
As the learning partner to Propel, the Institute for Voluntary Action Research (IVAR) has been 

working alongside London Funders, Propel funders, equity partners2 and funded organisations to 

understand how collaborative action at scale develops.

This report synthesises and reflects on lessons learned from the first three years of Propel 
(2022-2025) to inform the following:

• Future conversations with funders and place-based discussions (within and outside London) on 

how funders and civil society can collaborate around systems change initiatives

• Future Propel conversations about funding for systems change – what we have learnt to date 
and what is required over the next seven years

It answers questions about how the collaboration has operated so far and what has supported or 

constrained progress in practice. It draws together learning about collaborative, equity-centred 

funding for systems change – including enabling conditions, tensions and trade-offs – and 
identifies areas for future exploration as Propel progresses. The report does not aim to present 
summative conclusions about the impact of work funded through Propel.

The primary audience for this report is funders who are working collaboratively (or considering 

doing so) to address systems change. It will also be of interest to equity infrastructure 

organisations, civil society organisations and public bodies involved in or designing collaborative 

approaches to tackling structural inequality.

The report begins with an overview of 

Propel to contextualise the learning, 

before exploring two key themes: 

learning about funding for systems 

change and changing funding systems. 

A range of activities undertaken 

between 2022 and 2026 inform the 

insights in this report:

• Interviews with funders, equity 

partners and funded organisations

• Insights generated from away days 

and learning sessions

• Systems change stories from 

funded organisations

• A share and build workshop with 

a range of Propel partners.

2 A group of partners from infrastructure organisations, holding lived experience of structural inequality and with an 

equity-led organisational focus. 
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Purpose and focus of Propel

Propel is a cross-sector collaboration, originally made up of 12 funding partners, five equity 
partners and organisations led by and for3 London’s communities. Its purpose is to fund, support 

and learn alongside organisations working to tackle systemic inequalities in London.

In the first three years, Propel focused on three core missions:

• A New Deal for Young People: Enabling more disadvantaged young people to access high-

quality mentoring and youth activities, while strengthening sustainability and system change 

across the youth sector

• Building Strong Communities: Ensuring that all Londoners can access community resources 

to volunteer, receive support and build strong local networks, with civil society playing a central 

role in voice and inclusion

• A Robust Safety Net: Ensuring Londoners can access timely support to prevent or alleviate 

financial hardship, and building a strong and sustainable advice sector

Building on commitments made following the London Community Response (LCR) to Covid-19, 

Propel transitioned its collaborative work from crisis response to long-term systemic work. By 

shifting from short-term investment models to grants of up to 10 years, the initiative was designed 

to enable organisations to break the instability of short-term funding cycles. The length and 

flexibility of the funding reflect Propel’s commitment to tackling root causes rather than symptoms.

Overall, the Propel partnership aimed to drive systems change by centring equity and lived 

experience, shifting power, and strengthening civil society resilience against a challenging 

political and economic landscape. The partnership aimed to change funding systems from within, 

with Propel providing a collaborative platform for collective risk-taking and testing bold, flexible, 
and accountable grant-making. Progress towards these aims and lessons learnt are explored in 

detail later in this report.

3 Propel’s definition of a led by-and-for organisation requires 75% of the board of trustees or management committee, 
and at least 50% of senior staff self-identifying as from a specific marginalised community or protected characteristic.
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Guiding principles

A set of eight principles, co-designed with Propel’s partners in 2022, guides the partnership. They 

are based on areas that were particularly challenging for funders to build programmes around, 

thereby presenting significant opportunities to test new ways of working:

Systemic
Engaging with the whole system 

around an issue, tackling root causes 

not just symptoms, building a shared 

understanding of how systems 

can change

Sharing power
Recognising that everyone has something 

to contribute (money, knowledge, 

networks and reach), investing in people’s 

capacity to co-design, embedding 

participation in decision-making from the 

start, building trust and confidence

Long-term
Investing beyond political and institutional 

cycles, providing stability for civil 

society partners and seeking to make 

transformational change

Bold
Experimenting and taking risks together, 

influencing wider ways of working

Equitable
Unlearning old ways of working, biases, 

and lenses on the world, ensuring that 

design, process and decision-making are 

inclusive and take account of the diversity 

of the sector and of communities

Accountable
Jointly accountable to each other and to 

the communities we serve

Flexible
Recognising that the future is uncertain, 

that funders and funded organisations are 

on a learning journey together, trusting 

funded organisations to respond to 

changing challenges and opportunities

Non-partisan
Recognising both civic and democratic 

leadership, combining the convening 

power of politicians with wider 

participation and voice

mailto:enquiries%40ivar.org.uk?subject=
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Partners and governance

Propel’s governance was designed to achieve the partnership’s ambition to act collectively on 

issues that are bigger than any one of us, drawing on the relationships between us and 

the assets of us all and progressing in partnership towards a more equitable London.4

It was delivered through three collaborative working groups: strategy, operations 

and communications.

Strategy  

Group
Developed and agreed 

upon the overarching 

strategy and long-term 

goals for the programme.

Operations  

Group
Implemented the 

programme, including 

designing, refining 
and executing 

collaborative processes.

Communications 

Group
Agreed upon and 

managed the overarching 

communications strategy 

and public outputs.

To foster alignment of practices across the partnership, these groups were linked by common 

agendas, regular communication and joint away days. The groups included both funding and 

equity partners, but each had specific responsibilities for decision-making, implementing 
collaborative processes and external communications. London Funders played an important 

convening role, supporting and advancing the collaboration.

Funding partners

Funding partners involved with Propel contributed not only financial support but also time, 
resources and expertise to enhance the collaboration. Propel was designed to encourage funders 

to actively engage in the partnership, ensuring that they are more than only financial backers 
in the change process. Reflections from funders on their motivations for joining the partnership 
indicate that they were drawn to Propel both to collaborate and to scale their impact without 

creating new programmes from scratch. Propel offers a practical way to pool resources while 

preserving individual funding identities:

By acting collectively, funders aimed to share risks, pool knowledge and solve problems at 

a scale that no single foundation or trust could achieve alone.

4 See Funding change and changing funding: What we’ve learnt from the first two years of Propel

mailto:enquiries%40ivar.org.uk?subject=
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“The ambition was to resolve an issue faced by the sector. Funders themselves couldn’t 

resolve that issue – the issue was too big for one organisation.” (Funder)

The systems-change and equity-focused approach was also a key motivation for several funding partners, 

who struggled to reach more marginalised organisations within their existing funding portfolio. For others, 

there was a clear mission alignment – for example, an explicit link to the London Recovery Board.

Equity partners

Equity partners, from equity infrastructure organisations, played a central and influential role 
in Propel, engaging deeply with all three groups. They acted as more than advisors, helping 

to define, challenge and hold funders accountable to the programme’s core values of equity, 
justice and lived experience. By year three, equity partners influenced both who received funding 
and how decisions were made. Several equity partners described being motivated by Propel’s 

ambition to tackle root causes through collective action.

“What motivated me is the idea of cross-sector funders and equity organisations 

collaborating to wrestle with these issues that have been, for a very long time, plaguing 

societies everywhere. Really, just to look beyond the service and delve deeper into the 

root causes of these issues.” (Equity partner)

They aimed to prioritise resources for organisations led by and for communities experiencing 

structural inequality, while embedding intersectionality into funding structures and challenging funder 

assumptions. For many, Propel was an opportunity to move from fairness to justice, with equity 

partners seeking meaningful, intentional, structural influence rather than an advisory role.

“It was very exciting to be part of a funding program that did prioritise led by and for 

organisations and was explicit in tackling structural discrimination.” (Equity partner)

Funded organisations

Funded organisations were often led by and for the communities facing the inequalities Propel 

aims to address. They contributed the following:

• First-hand understanding of systemic barriers

• Cultural and community insight

• Trust-based relationships with those most affected

• Approaches rooted in anti-oppression, human rights and self-determination

mailto:enquiries%40ivar.org.uk?subject=
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Propel’s strategy and learning relied heavily on this lived experience. Funded organisations 

described coming to Propel seeking stability and space to think. Many were caught in a cycle of 

short-term survival, constantly chasing the next grant at the expense of a longer-term strategy. 

What they wanted most was headspace: the safety that comes with flexible core funding and the 
ability to plan ahead, retain staff and make deliberate choices towards larger systems change goals.

“Before, I was focused on the difference to young people; now, I am thinking about 
education/wider community/police. Over the last three to six months, I’ve been thinking 

about the different parts we are trying to change.” (Funded organisation)

“Organisations appreciate being able to take a step back and focus on root causes 

and what position they have in the ecosystems, and what partners they might need 

to work with to tackle these systems issues.” (Funder) 

Funding approach
Propel’s aim to drive long-term systems change required close attention to funding practice 

itself. The programme’s funding approach began with a simple yet consequential premise: how 

funding is designed and delivered shapes the conditions under which organisations operate and, 

therefore, the change they can create. This premise informed the programme’s funding design 

from the outset and evolved based on what was working and what was getting in the way.

In its first three years, Propel distributed both one-year and three-year grants, reflecting a 
deliberate progression from exploration to delivery and an acknowledgement that organisations 

may be at different stages in their systems change journey:

• Explore: One-year grants awarded to investigate systemic issues and test early ideas, enabling 

funded organisations to determine what change might be possible without the pressure of 

immediate delivery

• Deliver and Develop: Up to three years of funding awarded to scale delivery, learn about the 

impact or build partnerships across the system.

Given the constraints and rules of individual funders, the reality of the aligned funding model 

required practical solutions to ensure consistency for funded organisations. Additional funding 

approaches were developed to bridge and extend funding:

• Expand: Two-year grants awarded to deepen and extend exploratory work, enabling existing 

Explore-funded organisations to put their ideas into practice.

• Extend: One-year grants introduced to address a structural constraint within the partnership. As 

a statutory funder, the GLA could only offer two-year grants due to political and financial cycles. 
To avoid disadvantaging those organisations, CBF and The National Lottery Community Fund 

provided an additional one-year Extend grant. This collaborative solution aligned GLA-funded 

organisations with the rest of the three-year Propel cohort.

mailto:enquiries%40ivar.org.uk?subject=
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To enable collaboration across a diverse group of funders (including public bodies, independent 

trusts and corporate foundations), Propel used a hybrid approach to align and pool funding. This 

was a pragmatic response to differing legal, governance and operational constraints. It was part 

of the programme’s wider attempt to change funding systems from within rather than impose 

a single model from the start, which would probably have acted as a barrier to involvement for 

many funders.

Initially, most funding came from aligned funds, a model in which partners commit to shared 

principles and priorities while continuing to operate within their own governance processes. 

Seven of the 12 funders participated on this basis in the first two years. They committed to 
shared principles and a single application process via a common digital front door. Applications 

were assessed collectively; however, each funder retained control over final decisions and paid 
grants directly from their accounts. While this enabled early collaboration and learning, it also 

meant that grant terms reflected individual funder requirements, including differences in flexibility 
and reporting. This structural feature provides important context for understanding subsequent 

experiences and outcomes, which are further explored in this report.

mailto:enquiries%40ivar.org.uk?subject=
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Alongside this, Propel adopted pooled funding, in which five funders pooled resources into 
a single vehicle with shared governance and consistent grant terms. In the first phase, the 
Advice Workforce Development Fund (AWDF),5 hosted by the London Legal Support Trust, 

pooled contributions from multiple partners to tackle workforce challenges in the advice sector 

and support collective decision-making. The AWDF originated from research into legal advice 

provision in London conducted before Propel was launched. When Propel was developed, the 

AWDF chose to align with it as one of its funding strands, forming the core of the Robust Safety 

Net mission. This alignment enabled the AWDF to be part of something bigger, potentially 

increasing its influence beyond the advice sector.

The programme infrastructure was designed to reduce administrative burden and to support 

more relational ways of working. A single application route allowed organisations to apply once to 

access multiple funders. The majority of funders also agreed to use a single reporting form. A few 

funders shifted their reporting towards conversational check-ins, with funders taking responsibility 

for documenting learning rather than relying solely on written reports from funded organisations.

Over time, Propel increasingly focused on long-term funding as a core lever for change. As of 

2026, the programme is distributing grants of up to seven years to 30-35 existing organisations. 
To support this shift, in 2024, London Funders established a subsidiary, the Collaboration Circle, 

enabling funders across different geographies and boundaries to pool resources into a dedicated 

vehicle. By late 2025, two major funders (CBF and The National Lottery Community Fund) 
had committed approximately £34 million to the Propel programme for long-term grants via 

this Collaboration Circle. Through this pooled arrangement, grants will be formally held by the 

Collaboration Circle and managed by a delivery team of equity partners, funding partners and 

Collaboration Circle staff.

Taken together, these design choices position Propel as both a systems-change funding 

programme and a live experiment in collaborative working and changing funding systems. The 

extent to which these approaches support long-term thinking, equity and consistency in practice, 

as well as the tensions they reveal, is examined in the sections that follow.

5 The AWDF was formally established in 2022 by a coalition of funders led by the London Legal Support Trust (LLST), 
alongside City Bridge Foundation, The National Lottery Community Foundation, Trust for London, and the Paul Hamlyn 

Foundation, with contributions from the Legal Education Foundation and the Greater London Authority.
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Funding for systems change

Propel aimed to better equip funded partners to undertake systems change in their work, 

addressing the root causes of London’s major challenges rather than responding only to 

their symptoms:

‘Understanding and tackling the root causes of issues facing our capital, not just dealing 

with their consequences. It’s about addressing the inbuilt inequalities which privilege 

some groups in society and disadvantage others, rather than just the symptoms.’6 

The partnership approached this through three interconnected routes: collaboration, grants and 

learning. It brought funders and civil society together around shared challenges, shaped funding 

to support work at different stages, and emphasised shared learning about how change happens.

During its first three years, the partnership has learned a great deal about how this ambition 
plays out in practice and about the role of funding in enabling or constraining systems change 

work. This section examines how systems change has been understood across the programme, 

how it has been supported through funding, learning and infrastructure, and where tensions 

have emerged.

6 See Glossary of terms | Propel
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What has Propel taught us about systems change?

Importance of clarity of expectation and intent

Defining systems change

Developing a shared understanding of systems change was a journey, not a starting point, for 

the partnership. The breadth of partners involved meant that individuals and organisations often 

held different assumptions about what systems change meant in practice. This was not simply 

a semantic debate but a process that reflected a struggle to define terms, as well as deeper 
tensions around the operational realities of shifting power.

For some partners, systems change as a concept felt ambiguous or even arbitrary, shaped by 

whoever held decision-making power:

‘Systems change? It’s what you want it to be, isn’t it, really? And, I think a lot of these 

kinds of funder terms are defined by the funder who has the money that day.’  (Funder)

This concern was reinforced by broader scepticism about systems change as an increasingly 

popular yet ill-defined and complex concept. 

‘It’s a bit of a fashionable phrase. I don’t feel there is a collective understanding.’   

(Equity partner)

‘Systems change work is so complicated to define. In one respect, it’s really easy on 
a surface level, but then you start picking it apart; it becomes infinitely complicated.’  
(Equity partner)

This complexity was reflected in the varied ways that different partners discussed systems change. 
For funders, the definitions used oscillated between a formal, structural ambition and an internal desire 
to change their bureaucratic practices. However, for charities and civil society groups that actually 

received the funding, systems change was rarely defined in academic terms. Instead, it was framed 
around practical survival, community building and shifting narratives. In contrast to the forward-looking 

definitions of funders, some funded organisations defined systems change as preventing regression:

‘System change is to keep the status quo and claw back to what we had in 2016. We’re 

using more energy to stay still and not allow things to get worse.’ (Funded organisation)

mailto:enquiries%40ivar.org.uk?subject=
https://www.ivar.org.uk/
https://www.ivar.org.uk/


18
Funding differently for systems change: Learning on collaboration, 

equity and funding at scale from Propel’s first three years
enquiries@ivar.org.uk
ivar.org.uk

Many funded organisations also noted that they do not naturally use the term “systems change”.

‘Most by-and-for led organisations are trying to change power systems. They 

might not call it systems change, so let’s not disregard those organisations because 

they’re not naming it.’ (Equity partner) 

Equity partners’ definitions broadly reflected that of funded organisations, often viewing systems 
change through a lens of structural oppression, power dynamics and the basic survival of the 

communities they represent.

Over time, this complexity prompted more explicit reflection within the partnership about shared 
intent. Rather than forcing a single definition, funders and equity partners began to question 
whether systems change should be defined centrally at all.

‘We should be led by what organisations are saying about the change they want to 

see. We can have ideas about the nature of change, but let groups decide what they 

want to change.’ (Funder)
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Given the diversity of the organisations involved, expecting alignment on a single definition 
risked flattening differences and re-centralising power among those setting the terms. The shift 
towards a model that embraced a multiplicity of approaches marked a move away from imposing 

upstream change agendas. It recognised that organisations led by and for affected communities 

are best placed to identify where change is needed.

This approach also recognised that organisations were at different stages in their systems 

change work and operating at different scales. The “system” an organisation sought to 

influence and the change it sought to contribute to depended on its ambition and on what was 
realistic given its role, resources and relationships. For some, this meant working in partnership 

to influence national or regional policy; for others, it involved shifting practice, power or 
narratives at a neighbourhood or community level. Allowing them to understand and pursue 

systems change in different ways was an expression of Propel’s commitment to equity. It also 

reflected Propel’s principle of flexibility, acknowledging that the future is uncertain and that 
funded organisations and funders are on a learning journey together.

This plurality enabled organisations to define change in ways rooted in their own contexts, 
whether by shifting narratives, building collective power, influencing policy or strengthening 
community infrastructure:

‘Instead of being done to, it was like: the power is yours to do something with.’ 

(Funded organisation)

Another key reason for enabling grassroots organisations to define systems change themselves 
was the question of where responsibility for change sits. A persistent tension within the 

programme was who should carry the burden of systems change.

There was growing agreement that it was unrealistic to expect small, frontline “led by and for” 

organisations to repair or reform broken national systems. Their primary role was often to 

support their communities directly. Some partners felt that placing responsibility for national 

policy reform on under-resourced groups risked reinforcing inequality rather than addressing it. 

This points towards the need for an ecosystem approach, with different actors playing different 

roles. Infrastructure organisations may be better positioned to lead high-level policy and 

advocacy work. At the same time, frontline groups require funding to enable delivery, stability 

and survival to support the communities they serve. This delivery enables organisations to gain 

a unique understanding of what is happening in their communities and, therefore, inform how 

the change will impact those hit hardest by inequality.

‘Their main reason for being is to support their communities. Expecting them 

to have a handle on national policy? I absolutely, fundamentally disagree. 

There’s some stuff around class and race that needs some unpicking in those 
assumptions.’ (Equity partner)
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A framework for navigating long-term funding 
for systems change

As Propel moved towards longer-term funding, a recurring dilemma emerged: how to 

allocate investment for “system-wide impact” when understandings of systems change 

varied widely across partners and funded work. Drawing on interviews with Propel partners 

in 2022 and 2024, a practical framework emerged to help navigate this challenge.

Rather than treating systems change as a single pathway, funders identified three distinct 
yet interconnected routes through which long-term funding could drive change. 

Path 1 

Strengthening historically 

underfunded organisations 

(equity as outcome)

This path recognises 

that directing long-term, 

core funding to equity-led 

organisations is a systemic 

intervention in itself. By 

stabilising organisations 

that have historically been 

under-resourced, Propel 

helps shore up the civil 

society infrastructure 

needed for future change, 

even when current activity 

focuses on service delivery.

Path 2  

Funding work explicitly 

focused on dismantling 

structural barriers

This path supports work 

that is already contributing 

to broader systems 

change through advocacy, 

campaigning and sector-

level disruption. It includes 

initiatives such as the Advice 

Workforce Development 

Programme, which funders 

described as the “holy grail 

of Propel” because it funds 

partnerships specifically 
designed to address 

structural issues across a 

whole sector.

Path 3  

Connecting delivery  

with longer-term  

influence

This path recognises 

that service delivery can 

generate the evidence, 

relationships and legitimacy 

required for later systems 

influence. It accepts that 
organisations may begin 

by meeting immediate 

needs and, over time, build 

the confidence, capacity 
and partnerships to shape 

greater change. 

This framework helped funders move away from binary judgments about what does or does not 

“count” as systems change. Instead, it supported a more nuanced understanding of how different 

forms of work can interact over time, with immediate delivery, organisational stability and strategic 

influence all contributing to the conditions for longer-term change.

In practice, the long-term grants have mostly focused on path 2.
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Determining “led by-and-for” organisations

The challenge of defining systems change was mirrored in efforts to define what “led by and 
for” means in practice. While there was a strong shared commitment to directing funding to 

organisations rooted in communities experiencing structural inequality, the partnership quickly 

encountered difficulties in determining how to assess this fairly and consistently. These tensions 
emerged largely because of the direct input and critical challenge from the equity partners, who felt 

that a deeper interrogation of the structural realities of potential funded organisations was needed.

In its early stages, Propel relied on quantitative data standards to identify equity-led 

organisations. Application guidance prioritised organisations where more than 75% of trustees 
and more than 50% of staff were from the community served or had lived experience of the 
issues addressed. In practice, this approach proved imperfect. Some organisations met the 

numerical thresholds but did not demonstrate a political analysis of power or a clear commitment 

to equity in their work. Others were excluded despite being deeply rooted in their communities. 

Place-based groups, for example, sometimes closely reflected the demographics of a particular 
estate while falling short of the required percentages. Organisations working with the most 

marginalised communities also noted that achieving high levels of representation in leadership is 

often a much longer journey, shaped by the very inequalities they exist to challenge.

These tensions prompted a shift away from treating equity as something that could be 

verified solely by data. The partnership moved towards a more qualitative approach, bringing 
equity partners directly into the assessment process. The process enabled applications to 

be interrogated more deeply, asking not only whether criteria were met but also whether 

organisations were genuinely rooted in their communities and accountable to them. Equity 

partners also played a central role in training assessors, helping to build confidence and 
judgement beyond numerical thresholds and introducing specialist lived-experience insight into 

decision-making. When Propel began the process for long-term grants (April-June 2025), equity 
partners were then fully embedded as assessors in their own right.
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This shift marked an important change in how power was exercised within the programme. 

Rather than relying on supposedly neutral standards, assessments became more relational and 

contextual. However, this approach had unintended consequences, as partners had to grapple 

with questions of “equity within equity”, leading to ideological conflicts within the cohort of 
equity partners.

For example, friction emerged when different organisations were held to different standards 

regarding intersectionality. Organisations that worked intentionally in an intersectional way 

sometimes felt under increased scrutiny to demonstrate how they worked with other intersecting 

identities; it was feared that expectations could become so high that it would effectively 

exclude them from applying for funding. For instance, an organisation already dedicated to an 

intersectional group, such as disabled women, faced high expectations during the assessment 

process to demonstrate exactly how they also supported even further intersecting identities within 

that group, such as LGBTQ+ or racialised disabled women.

Some equity partners were required to work closely with other organisations with fundamentally 

different standpoints, highlighting the profound “messiness” of systems change work. Even within 

spaces specifically designed for marginalised groups, certain voices and narratives sometimes 
dominated; as a result, not all partners felt they could fully contribute their views or represent their 

communities as strongly as they would like.

Finally, “equity within equity” played out in the structural design of the funding itself. Because 

equity partners were not given a ring-fenced allocation of money for their own survival, they were 

forced to compete with the grassroots, frontline organisations they represent for the same pool of 

Propel grants. This dynamic meant that infrastructure bodies ended up being sometimes viewed 

with suspicion creating a competitive hierarchy rather than a unified equity ecosystem.
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As Propel enters its long-term funding phase, the ambition is for most of these grants to go to 

organisations led by and for affected communities, while recognising that the definition of “equity-
led” requires careful thought and review. The partnership describes this as an ongoing process of 

refining its application and assessment processes to better reflect lived realities.

Meeting the conditions for systems change

Drawing on insights from three years of interactions and observations with Propel partners, 

especially with funded organisations at various points in their systems-change journey, we 

identified several essential conditions for systems change.

Time and stability

‘Focus on having secure funding, then think about systemic change – that is a huge 

hope for Propel.’ (Funded organisation)

A key condition for systems change is the importance of time and stability. As noted, 

long-term, unrestricted funding created the psychological safety organisations needed to 

step back from short-term survival and invest in strategic thinking. This breathing space 

allowed teams to balance day-to-day delivery with longer-term change efforts, support staff 

resilience and resist the pull back into maintenance mode that often followed underfunding or 

budget cuts.

Trust and relationships

‘I see shared accountability as good communications between us and the funder/

Propel partners, with safe spaces where we can share both the challenges and 

successes and collectively problem solve. If you’re coming across problems, 

problems are useful.’ (Funder)

This stability needs to be matched by trust and shared accountability. Systems change work 

depended on relationships that moved beyond compliance, with funders willing to avoid over-

defining what change should look like and organisations given the freedom to shape their 
pathways. Clear and honest communication played an important role here. For example, 

funders needed to be explicit about expectations, open to challenge and transparent about 

what they are learning to ensure that funded organisations felt safe to share early ideas or 

when things did not go to plan.
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Ongoing learning

‘When you are working in this space, you learn as you go along. Allow grantees to 

learn through action – help them to self-review where they are; allow grantees to 
amend the way they are delivering, allow them the freedom to do that.’ (Funder)

Learning, rather than more formal, traditional reporting, became a further enabling condition 

for systems change. Moving away from transactional monitoring towards conversational 

forms of learning supported reflection, adaptation and shared understanding. A learning 
mindset, reinforced by multi-year funding, allowed organisations and funders to plan, review 

and adjust as work evolved. This shift required tolerating softer measures of progress and 

accepting that the impact in complex systems cannot be predicted or neatly attributed.

Well-resourced collaboration

‘Systems change is not solo work.’ (Funded organisation)

Working with others took time, skills and resources and could not be sustained without 

intentional investment. High-trust relationships were often built around individuals, making 

them vulnerable when staff moved on. This underscores the need to institutionalise memory 

and shared ways of working. Opportunities to connect that were not overly time-intensive, 

and spaces where organisations felt heard, helped make collaboration more sustainable.

Clarity of the system

‘We have identified the relevant components for systems to engage with and to put 
pressure on them.’ (Funded organisation)

Clarity about the system itself mattered. Organisations that were able to articulate who and 

what they were trying to influence, how different parts of the system interacted, and where 
power sat were better placed to act strategically.
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Embracing complexity

‘Being able to work with complexity, addressing complex issues, requires multiple 

channels for change along with deep roots in communities.’ (Funder)

This ability to work with complexity was supported by evolving leadership and infrastructure 

that could navigate complexity, build relationships, maintain a shared purpose and recognise 

that different actors play distinct roles in creating change.

Risk and uncertainty

‘Systems change requires a high tolerance for risk and uncertainty.’ 

(Funded organisation)

Funders and partners needed to accept that many actors and external forces beyond the 

control of any single organisation shape outcomes. Permission to experiment, adapt and 

take risks was, therefore, critical.
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Key considerations for Propel over the next seven years

Connecting systems work to policy and influence

• Clarifying Propel’s role in linking funded organisations’ work to policy reform and 

statutory stakeholders

• Assessing the case for a dedicated advocacy strand or more coordinated engagement 

across the cohort

• Rebalancing the emphasis between grant management and active support for 

networking and strategic influence

Resourcing systems change and organisational resilience

• Recognising the protection of community assets and organisational continuity as 

legitimate systems interventions

• Positioning resilience and stability as core contributions within a wider ecosystem 

of change

Evidencing change while holding complexity

• Developing credible approaches to evidencing contribution, narrative change and shifts 

in power beyond traditional output frameworks

• Maintaining space for non-linear and complex change without oversimplification

Sustaining equity expertise and the voice of funded organisations

• Embedding and proportionately resourcing equity partners’ expertise within strategy 

and decision-making

• Strengthening the presence of funded organisations’ voices in governance, learning 

and communication
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Key takeaways for funders funding systems change

Start with listening and trust

Begin by asking organisations what they need before designing grants or support 

offers. Trust their analysis of the systems that they are working within. Many are already 

influencing change, even if they do not use that language. Create space for reflection 
rather than filtering them through a pre-set definition.

Develop a shared understanding of what you mean by systems change

Set out the political, economic and social assumptions behind your approach. A shared 

understanding strengthens accountability and coherence and enables clarifying the 

conditions required for systems change, while acknowledging that the work will look 

different across organisations and contexts.

Fund for the long-term and resource systems work intentionally

Systems change requires dedicated investment, longer time horizons and collaboration 

across actors. It cannot sit atop short-term, output-driven grants. Stability and flexible, 
unrestricted funding are often the foundation for structural change.

Embed equity in funding practice

Traditional funding models can reinforce inequality by favouring larger, established 

organisations. A systems lens requires explicit attention to power, race and class. 

Build equity into criteria, governance and decision-making from the outset, and fairly 

compensate lived experience and participation.

Collaborate and embrace complexity

Systems change is multi-directional and rarely linear. Align with other funders to reduce 

duplication and fragmentation. Accept that there are multiple pathways to change, 

and develop ways to navigate uncertainty without forcing overly simple conclusions.
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Changing funding systems

Propel’s system-change focus required funders to adapt their behaviour, not only their funding, 

and to examine their own rules and constraints. As the programme progressed, several funding 

partners described Propel’s development not only as a systems-change programme for 

communities, but also as a systems-change project for funders themselves.

Funded organisations consistently emphasised how funders’ contributions to systems change 

went beyond financial investment. Funders shape systems through their power, decision-making, 
assumptions about risk and the processes they impose. Propel created space to change funding 

systems by first changing how funders fund organisations – this has emerged as a key tenet of 
Propel’s approach:

‘The decisions and processes underpinning Propel are rooted in the belief 

that to create change, how we fund is as important as what we fund. It’s about 

giving organisations, especially those led by and for communities experiencing 

injustice, the stability, trust and sustainability to create change.’ 7

7 See Funding change and changing funding: What we’ve learnt from the first two years of Propel
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How has Propel shaped funder practice?

Propel’s approach to grant-making created space for funders to learn, test new approaches and 

behave differently together. Funders involved in Propel consistently reported changes in how they 

work, both individually and collectively.

‘Lots of the stuff that we’ve been talking about in terms of Propel has become part 
of the scoping and work of that wider grant group. A whole new kind of grant. 

And a more centralised grants team has been set up and is working on this, which 

is really exciting.’ (Funder)

‘When we set up Go London, I started off with the Propel Principles and values as 
our starting point. We have ended up kind of with a very similar blueprint, but 

in a different policy area.’ (Funder)

Partners emphasised the vital need for patience and realistic expectations, recognising that 

organisations are at different stages, progress at different paces and do not make uniform 

contributions to change. Funders had to be trusting and transparent about uncertainties and 

open to learning from failures, especially when testing new approaches. This involved loosening 

strict attachment to specific outcomes and recognising that small, incremental changes could still 
represent significant progress.

Propel’s original ambition to fund work tackling root causes remained important, but funders’ 

understanding of how this happened evolved. As discussed, stabilising organisations, 

sustaining frontline delivery, and resisting regression were increasingly recognised as part of 

long-term change, not a diversion from it. This reframing helped bridge the tension between 

funding delivery and funding influence, recognising them as connected forces rather than 
competing ones.

While equity principles were widely shared, they sometimes clashed with existing funding 

practices. Where possible, funders needed to adapt, bend or reinterpret their processes and 

share lessons learned with one another on how they had done so. This adaptation depended on 

clarity of purpose from Propel and a commitment from funders to carry its principles back into 

their organisations.

‘We’ve really looked at how we need to work and think differently if we’re genuinely 
going to work in partnership.’ (Funder)

mailto:enquiries%40ivar.org.uk?subject=
https://www.ivar.org.uk/
https://www.ivar.org.uk/


30
Funding differently for systems change: Learning on collaboration, 

equity and funding at scale from Propel’s first three years
enquiries@ivar.org.uk
ivar.org.uk

Towards a collaborative, multi-agency approach

For many funders, working closely with peers was a new approach. It highlighted both the 

strengths of collaboration and the friction it can create, revealing opportunities for greater 

consistency alongside questions about power-sharing, decision-making and accountability that 

continue to evolve as the programme matures.

Working with funding partners

Funders highlighted the value of Propel’s sustained investment in partnership, particularly in 

co-designing application processes and simplifying grant management. Funders highlighted 

the importance of dialogue. Being exposed to different approaches and ways of working helped 

develop shared approaches and more confident responses to sector-wide challenges:

‘Being part of the conversations is always helpful, as is hearing what other people 

are doing, other people’s thoughts and perspectives. It’s really refreshing to be part of 

conversations where there’s other ideas and other ways of doing things.’ (Funder)
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In practice, funders were pulling in the same direction by contributing funding, time, expertise and 

resources to shared aims. There was increasing understanding and trust amongst the individual 

representatives from funders, driven by a commitment to working together. This enabled shared 

decision-making and co-design, which resulted in tangible changes:

• A unified application portal that, while still time-consuming for some funded organisations, 

was also seen as “honest”, “upfront” and “straightforward” compared with other funding 

programmes 

• Shared reporting approaches aligned with IVAR’s Open and Trusting principles, with less 

repetition for due diligence across funders

• A relational approach to grant extension and progression

Case example:  
A relational approach to grant extension and progression

Twenty-eight organisations initially received one-year Explore grants to create space 

for planning, learning and development. As these grants came to an end, Propel aimed 

to support organisations to progress into two-year Expand grants without requiring a 

standard reapplication process.

Instead of issuing a new application form with a fixed template, deadline and budget 
cap, funders replaced the renewal process with structured conversations. Funders 

and organisations held a series of discussions about progress, learning and future 

plans. This meant that draft ideas were shared and refined over time rather than 
submitted as a finalised proposal, and that plans for the two-year Expand grant were 
developed collaboratively.

This approach gave funders a much better understanding of the organisations’ true 

ambitions and work. It also allowed funded organisations to apply for what they genuinely 

wanted to do, rather than trying to guess what the funder wanted to hear. However, the 

level of flexibility took both time and trust. Some funded organisations were reluctant to 
share early drafts of proposals because of the funder-grantee power dynamic. In addition, 

as decision-making remained delegated to individual funders, the timelines for progression 

were sometimes inconsistent and unclear.
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In Propel’s early stages, whilst the aligned funding model enabled collaboration, it also 

exposed limitations:

• Inconsistent funded organisation experience: A single application route masked significant 
variation behind the scenes, creating a “funder lottery” where terms, flexibility and reporting 
depended on which funder administered the grant. A clear example of this was when, during 

the first stage of the Propel collaboration, some funders explicitly did not provide budgets for 
learning and evaluation. This sent “very mixed messages” to the funded organisations.

‘People are being judged or assessed differently depending on which funder they get. 
You get a kind of funder lottery.’ (Funded organisation)

• Constraints on power-sharing: With funds held separately, decision-making often reverted to 

individual funders, slowing progress and making it deeply challenging for equity partners to be 

fully part of the decision-making process and often reintroducing bureaucracy.

• Divergent interpretations of shared principles: Without pooled decision-making, ambitions 

and values were sometimes applied unevenly

In response, a growing consensus emerged that pooled funding was essential to achieving 

genuine collective decision-making and consistency within Propel. The AWDF was 

frequently cited as evidence of the value of this approach, with funding not featuring as a 

challenge. Our assumption is that its pooled nature meant that there was collective decision-

making and consistency throughout. Therefore, the friction experienced by Propel’s aligned 

funding was largely absent. The Collaboration Circle marks a significant step in this direction, with 
forthcoming long-term grants set to be administered through this mechanism.

Working with equity partners

Equity partners played a central role in Propel. Several described how being involved in developing 

the programme from the outset ensured that involvement felt meaningful and intentional.

‘That level of co-production between infrastructure, organisations and 

funders is refreshing because it’s real, it’s not just being invited to the table last 

minute – they are at the table from beginning with a blank sheet. And that really 

is transformative.’ (Equity partner)

Funders also valued the opportunity to work closely with equity partners, reporting a deeper 

understanding of the realities facing smaller, equity-led organisations and, in some cases, 

rethinking how power is exercised in funding decisions. Equity partners assisted funders to 

understand the following questions:

• What it truly means to be led by and for a community

• How structural inequality manifests in funding processes

• How organisations grounded in lived experience drive systems change
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Equity partners played a key role in holding the partnership to account, ensuring that justice 

and equity remained central rather than rhetorical. However, while equity partners were closely 

involved in shaping principles and processes, their role in final decision-making was more 
constrained, particularly in the aligned funding model, where authority ultimately rested with 

individual funders and their boards. At times, this limited the equity partners’ perceptions of how 

much their voices could shape outcomes, and a sense of “them and us” remained. 

‘There is still a bit of an us and them going on, which doesn’t feel like we are power 

sharing. If they [equity partners] were more embedded, they would have more 

power and influence; they would understand better some of the limitations funders 
experienced; and we could better problem-solve together.’ (Funder)

The pace at which the programme operated also led to limitations in consistently moving power 

sharing from theory into practice.

‘The funders’ timescales and processes have dictated a lot of the work. So, in terms of 

power sharing, we haven’t achieved it in that sense.’ (Equity partner)
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Equity partners also raised questions about capacity and resourcing. The time and strategic input 

required to contribute meaningfully across governance, assessment and learning spaces sometimes 

created pressure for equity partner organisations already operating with limited resources. They did 

not always find that flat-fee arrangements reflected the scale or intensity of their contributions or 
released capacity to engage in the programme. This prompted reflections on how to sustain equity 
partnerships in ways that avoid extractive dynamics and truly value the different knowledge they bring.

The level of influence of equity partners shifted over time. Their involvement was widely credited 
by funders with strengthening power-sharing, improving equity-focused decision-making and 

shaping outcomes. However, perceptions among equity partners varied: some were more 

sceptical about the genuine shift in power, while others acknowledged the progress made and 

the excitement of the opportunities that lie ahead.

‘There’s still a lot more work to be done to redress the balance of equity and power, 

but we are way further forward now, three and a half years later. I still find it really, 
really exciting.’ (Equity Partner)

Case example: Equity partners’ role in assessing and deciding 
long-term grants

In 2025 (third year), equity partners played a central role in assessing EOIs for Propel’s 
long-term grants, directly reviewing applications and contributing to funding decisions.

Their involvement in EOI assessment panels brought lived experience into dialogue. 

The funder perspectives broadened assessment beyond a purely criteria-led exercise by 

grounding discussions in how organisations are embedded in, accountable to and trusted 

by the communities they serve.

Equity partners made a distinct contribution by designing assessment criteria that 

define what it means for an organisation to be genuinely led by and for its community. 
This marked a notable shift from contributing within a funder-defined framework to co-
designing the framework itself. As one equity assessor reflected, “We devised those 
particular questions, rather than that being prescribed by funders”.

A panel that included equity partners shortlisted for the long-term grants, thereby giving 

them an opportunity to participate as decision-makers rather than advisors. Bringing 

equity partner voice into EOI assessment helped build a shared perspective that no 

single assessor could have achieved, not only enabling but also necessitating a collective 

approach to decision-making.

A total of 85% of shortlisted EOIs were awarded to led by and for organisations – an 
achievement strongly linked to guidance from equity partners.

Read more reflections on decision-making within Propel here.
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Working with funded organisations

Funders and funded organisations reported increased openness, trust and collaboration, 

particularly in the design of funding processes: Propel’s long-term grant criteria, for instance, 

were designed around funded organisations’ ideas of what “good long-term systems change 

grants” might look like.

Many funded organisations highlighted the flexibility and relational nature of Propel funding as 
a core strength. In some cases, funders adopted light-touch reporting or took responsibility 

for writing reports themselves, enabled by increased contact over the life of the grant. This 

represented a deliberate redistribution of burden, allowing organisations to focus fully on 

delivery. However, equity-led organisations also highlighted the need for greater emotional and 

well-being support, noting that systems change work often involves people with complex and 

challenging lives.

Funded organisations felt that the face-to-face convenings were valuable in brokering 

connections and partnerships and ultimately addressing power imbalances. 

‘They made the process of what you do less lonely and isolating, and paved the way for 

potential collaboration.’ (Funded organisation)

‘People were given a voice to express their current concerns about the funding model. 

The learning day created a space to encourage people to express their discontent.’ 

(Funded organisation)

Funded organisations expressed interest in funders going further by offering more opportunities 

to meet collectively, training, and signposting to further resources and opportunities. This would 

require a deeper understanding of organisational context and need.

Long-term outlook

Propel’s long-term outlook was one of its most distinctive features and a significant departure 
from conventional grant-making. The ambition of a seven- to ten-year investment horizon 

marked a deliberate break from the dominant one- to three-year funding cycle. In practice, this 

was structured as an initial grant period followed by a longer-term phase for a defined cohort 
of organisations.

Funded organisations consistently described the security that multi-year funding provided. Longer 

commitments reduced the pressure of continual fundraising and allowed leaders to focus on 

strategy, relationships and delivery rather than renewal cycles and short-term firefighting.
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‘A quarter of our staff team are now funded for three years, which has taken a lot 
of pressure off of me and other members of the team, so I can focus on delivery.’ 
(Funded organisation)

Propel’s long-term outlook also legitimised time itself as a funding need. The one-year Explore 

grants explicitly funded planning, partnership-building and problem analysis before delivery. 

Organisations described this as paying for headspace, allowing them to establish themselves 

without the pressure of immediate outputs. Recognising thinking and relationship-building as a 

fundable activity was only possible because of Propel’s long-term view.

For funders, committing to a longer-term approach required changes in behaviour, particularly for 

public bodies constrained by annual budgets and political cycles. Working within a partnership 

created room to navigate these constraints collectively, enabling commitments that might not 

have been possible individually.

At the same time, Propel’s long-term outlook has brought tensions. Committing significant 
resources to a defined cohort of funded organisations inevitably limited entry points for others 
for a full decade, raising questions 

about inclusion, innovation and equity 

over time. These tensions reflect 
broader challenges in pursuing 

long-term change within time-bound 

funding environments.

Long-term funding also highlighted the 

complexity of working collectively across 

organisations with different mandates 

and constraints. For example, some 

funders pointed to the difficulty of aligning 
10-year commitments with organisational 

obligations, while other funders noted 

the uncertainty of advancing long-

term plans with partners operating at 

different paces and capacities.

These experiences did not signal 

a lack of commitment, but practical 

considerations for sustaining 

collective long-term ambition. 

They underlined the importance 

of continuing to develop shared 

approaches to data, accountability and 

infrastructure that support collective 

decision-making while allowing for 

organisational differences.
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Propel as a driver of internal progress

Taken together, Propel functioned as a catalyst for internal change within funding institutions, 

creating shared space to test, reflect and act collectively. This gave individuals the permission 
and leverage to challenge entrenched practices.

For CBF, involvement in Propel helped equip staff with opportunities to build confidence, shared 
language and learning around systems change. These insights could then be brought into 

internal conversations and into the ongoing development of its funding policy and practice. This 

process included strengthening internal discussions about equity and contributing to an emerging 

emphasis on approaches that are “led by and for” communities. CBF reported that insights from 

Propel informed internal reflection and capacity-building, including discussions with its funding 
committee, and helped shape thinking around the design of new and evolving programmes. 

More broadly, Propel’s principles supported CBF as it continued to explore longer-term, more 

flexible funding and to embed systems-aware perspectives within its assessment processes and 
strategic development.

For The National Lottery Community 

Fund, participating in Propel required 

significant internal adjustment. Staff 
described it as a full review of standard 

operating procedures, prompted by the 

need to work differently in partnership. 

This meant revisiting many existing 

practices across legal, finance, service 
design and communications. Rather 

than adapting Propel to fit established 
processes, teams reconsidered how 

those processes needed to change 

to enable genuine collaboration. The 

result was not a single policy shift, but 

a cross-departmental effort to rethink 

how the organisation operates within a 

shared funding model.

However, progress has been uneven 

and often relied on key individuals 

to advocate for change. Differences 

in organisational constraints shaped 

what change was possible, and some 

funders reverted to familiar patterns 

under pressure. Several partners 

noted the absence of a clearer, shared 

strategy for internal funder change, 

with learning often captured within 

organisations rather than across the 

partnership as a whole.
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What are the key enablers of change in 
funding systems?

London Community Response as a catalyst

In practice, the LCR did far more than respond to immediate need during the Covid-19 

pandemic. The LCR also acted as the direct precursor and proof of concept for Propel, 

fundamentally reshaping funders’ appetite for collaboration, risk and long-term system change. 

By demonstrating that funders could work together at speed and scale, the LCR created the 

evidence base, relationships and operational confidence needed to move from crisis response to 
a sustained, strategic intervention.

‘Holding onto what Covid catalysed for the long-term – if we hadn’t seen the value of 

collaboration in the emergency response setting, would we be here?’ (Funder)

Proving collaboration at scale

The LCR broke established grant-making norms, temporarily suspending bureaucratic processes 

in favour of faster, simpler and more flexible approaches. This experience challenged long-held 
assumptions about what was possible within existing governance and accountability frameworks 

and helped secure internal support for Propel. Individual funders could point to a concrete 

example of effective collaboration to overcome scepticism at the board level, while statutory 

bodies, such as the GLA, showed that a cross-sector partnership was not only feasible but more 

effective than fragmented action.

Building relational trust

The intensity of the pandemic response created strong personal relationships between funder 

representatives, building on the strength of London Funders’ networks. These bonds of trust 

formed the “human infrastructure” on which Propel was built. As a result, Propel began from a 

position of relative confidence, with partners already accustomed to negotiating, compromising 
and acting collectively under pressure.

‘We’d built some really strong bonds of trust between individuals within the 

organisations that were involved.’ (Funder)

The relational approach also came with some limitations when key individuals moved on, and 

these “long-term relational bonds” were lost.
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‘Almost all of those individuals either moved on completely or shifted into other parts 

of the organisations, and it enormously impacted everything about the programme.’ 

(Funder)

Establishing equity as a shared priority

The LCR also marked an early shift towards prioritising organisations led by and for communities 

experiencing structural disadvantage, including racially marginalised communities, Deaf and 

Disabled people, and LGBT+ communities. While approaches were initially applied inconsistently 

across funders, the LCR fund created space for funders to test equity-focused protocols 

in practice.

Testing new operational models

The LCR provided a testing ground for the operational mechanisms that Propel adopted. The use 

of a single application portal reduced the burden on applicants and demonstrated the feasibility of 

a single application process across multiple funders. Similarly, the successful use of collaborative 

funding models gave partners the confidence to deploy these approaches for longer-term grants. 
These practical experiments lowered the perceived risk of collaboration and helped normalise 

collective decision-making.

From necessity to choice

Perhaps most significantly, the LCR shifted several funders’ mindsets. The urgency of the 
crisis created permission to take shared risks, act quickly and relax conventional controls. 

This experience made the boldness required by Propel feel achievable rather than reckless.

‘We were able to take a lot of shared risk because of the emergency context, so we could 

get buy-in. We could act first and beg forgiveness later.’ (Funder)

Propel was framed as the next stage in this journey: a move from responding to crisis out of 

necessity to tackling root causes out of choice. In this sense, the LCR did not simply precede 

Propel; it created the conditions in which a long-term attempt to change funding systems became 

both credible and compelling.

Propel Principles

Propel’s Guiding Principles operated as more than a shared set of values. In practice, they 

served as operational levers, providing funders with a common reference point to question, 

redesign and rebuild their grant-making processes, creating collective accountability.
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By agreeing to a shared Memorandum of Understanding, partners committed not only to funding 

activity but to behaving differently as funders. The principle-led approach helped prevent a drift 

back into familiar, comfortable patterns, keeping attention on whether individual and collective 

practice genuinely enables systems change.

Bold and flexible

The principles of boldness and flexibility proved particularly powerful tools for internal negotiation. 
Funder representatives consistently described using the collective commitment to Propel as a 

form of cover, enabling them to challenge risk aversion within their own organisations. Pointing to 

the partnership allowed individuals to justify decisions that would have been difficult to defend in 
isolation, such as funding unconstituted groups or reducing standard levels of financial due diligence.

Flexibility also meant shifting away from transactional grant management towards a more 

relational practice. In some cases, rigid reporting requirements were replaced by conversational 

check-ins, with funders visiting organisations and taking responsibility for documenting progress. 

This approach required grant managers to listen and engage more deeply, focusing on the 

broader change organisations were seeking to achieve rather than solely on output delivery.

The same principle supported more proportionate and shared due diligence. To enable Extend 

grants, funders accepted one another’s assessments, topping up existing grants without 

repeating compliance checks. Public funders, specifically, described this as extraordinarily bold 
and a significant departure from standard practice.

Equitable and sharing power

The equitable and sharing power principles reshaped how funders understood leadership and 

decision-making. Working closely with equity partners exposed the limitations of previous tick-

box approaches to diversity. Funders recognised that board composition alone was an insufficient 
measure of whether organisations were truly led by and for marginalised communities. This 

prompted a move towards more qualitative, co-designed assessment processes.

‘Practically, it’s set like a standard: when I’m thinking of other grant 

programmes, the work on Propel around equity has helped to set a good framework 

for how we actually know if an organisation is equity-led. I think before, we may 

just have taken someone’s word for it.’ (Funder)

This learning influenced wider approaches. Some funders reported being persuaded to fund 
campaigning and advocacy, an activity they had previously excluded, acknowledging its 

importance in addressing structural causes rather than symptoms. For others, Propel introduced 

participatory practices, such as involving young people in assessment, prompting wider reflection 
on how lived experience could be embedded in governance.

Systemic and accountable

The pooled model used for the AWDF enabled collective decision-making on workforce issues 

that no single funder could address independently, putting this systemic principle into practice.
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The principle of accountability reframed who was held accountable. Learning processes were 

resourced and designed to ask funders the same questions as funded organisations: whether they 

had fulfilled their commitments and what they were learning. This two-way accountability, alongside 
an openness to learning and changing, kept funders answerable to the principles themselves, 

reinforcing behaviour change as a core outcome of Propel’s systems-change ambition.

Planning and learning infrastructure

Alongside its funding activity, Propel functioned as a testing ground for funders to explore new 

approaches to funding practice, reflect on their effectiveness and share existing examples of 
innovation and good practice.

The convening role of London Funders

London Funders were a key enabler of the Propel collaboration. Initially positioned to provide 

“neutral” facilitation, London Funders staff increasingly emerged as the partnership’s key 

conveners, bringing direction and energy to the group. Funders repeatedly described them as 

the “glue” holding the work together, citing their ability to manage complexity, mediate tensions 

and sustain momentum. Their facilitation created the conditions for open discussion and 

experimentation, while their leadership in communications and engagement helped maintain a 

shared sense of purpose.

‘If there wasn’t somebody doing that coordination, it just wouldn’t have happened.’ 

(Funder)

‘I think it’s their [London Funders’] drive and determination in the centre of all of 

this that has kept things energised – they have really driven that acting collectively.’ 

(Equity partner)

Testing new funding approaches in practice

Funders consistently described Propel as a safe space to trial approaches that would have been 

difficult to pursue independently. These included long-term funding commitments, proportionate 
financial assessment, lighter-touch reporting and more relational grant management.

For some partners, this test-and-learn function was a primary motivation for joining Propel:

‘I was pushing to award 10-year grants. Propel was one of the places I said we should 

do this – this is one of the reasons we signed up, to create a pathway for us to test 

awarding long-term grants.’ (Funder)

Throughout the programme, funders found that learning did not sit solely in discrete spaces but 

emerged from repeated interactions across governance groups and funding rounds.
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Learning across different funder contexts

Bringing together public, independent and corporate funders exposed differences in 

organisational constraint, governance and risk appetite. This created opportunities for practical 

learning across contexts. Statutory bodies, such as the GLA, reported learning from independent 

trusts about flexibility and reporting, while other funders developed a clearer understanding 
of statutory limits. This mutual exposure helped normalise more realistic and adaptable 

funding approaches.

Learning embedded in how Propel operates

Learning was built into Propel’s day-to-day operation. Monthly learning and systems sessions 

helped build a shared understanding of new approaches and enabled grant managers to apply 

them in their work. The Strategy, Operations and Communications groups provided ongoing 

spaces to reflect on what was working, where practice was drifting back towards default positions 
and what needed to change. Over time, however, some structural tensions became visible. A 

clear hierarchy emerged between groups, with the Strategy group primarily comprising senior 

decision-makers. While this brought authority and direction, it also risked reinforcing existing 

power dynamics between strategic and operational spaces.

Decision-making could at times feel slower or fragmented, as conversations progressed across 

multiple forums without a single integrated space to consolidate discussion and resolve issues. 

As the programme evolved, the three groups were sometimes perceived as less connected, 

contributing to occasional confusion about governance roles and gaps in communication.

mailto:enquiries%40ivar.org.uk?subject=
https://www.ivar.org.uk/
https://www.ivar.org.uk/


43
Funding differently for systems change: Learning on collaboration, 

equity and funding at scale from Propel’s first three years
enquiries@ivar.org.uk
ivar.org.uk

This learning environment was supported by an independent learning partner, commissioned to 

help design and facilitate reflective learning spaces across the partnership. Partners described 
this protected time as helpful for reviewing practice against the Propel Principles and for fostering 

the learning mindset required for experimental work.

Limits and durability of learning

Despite these strengths, questions remain about how learning can be sustained over the long 

term. Much of Propel’s learning was relational and experiential, closely tied to the individuals 

involved. As key architects and champions had moved on, partners noted the risk of institutional 

memory loss, with hard-won insight at risk of dissipating.

Partners also identified gaps in the infrastructure needed to embed learning more systematically, 
including clearer feedback loops, more explicit articulation of what is working and what is not, and 

stronger support for translating learning into organisational change. Several funders emphasised 

the importance of capturing learning regularly and investing in a more robust mechanism to 

ensure continuity. The need to factor learning into budget lines was also noted as a key step to 

ensure that partners had the time and capacity to prioritise it.

Key considerations for Propel over the next seven years

Sharing and renewing learning

• Extending Propel’s learning beyond London and inviting external challenge in the 

next phase

• Preventing the institutionalisation of memory within a small group and keeping learning 

open, refreshed and tested

Capturing and embedding relational knowledge

• Embedding mechanisms to document insight generated through dialogue, 

experimentation and lived experience

• Translating relational learning into durable changes in policy, practice and governance

Balancing long-term commitment with openness

• Sustaining the benefits of long-term relationships while remaining open to new 
organisations and partners

• Avoiding drift toward a closed or static partnership model over time

Aligning ambition, resources and infrastructure

• Aligning budgets with the scale of systems-change ambition

• Resourcing coordination, facilitation and shared learning as core infrastructure

• Funding equity expertise and lived experience as sustained capacity rather than 

intermittent input
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Key takeaways for changing funding systems

Changing funding systems from within requires commitment, patience and time

Collaborative, systems-focused funding is not a quick win. It demands sustained senior 

buy-in, flexibility and a willingness to work through complexity over multiple years.

Invest in the convening function

A dedicated convening role is essential to hold relationships, surface tensions, align 

divergent perspectives and maintain momentum. This function requires both authority and 

adequate resourcing.

Learning is a core objective

Reflection and adaptation should be built into the programme from the outset. 
Experimentation, feedback and shared learning are central to the work, not add-ons.

Pooling and aligning funds enable practice change

Working collectively reduces individual risk and creates space to test new approaches, 

including longer-term funding, lighter-touch processes and more flexible grant models.

Reducing duplication and rethinking accountability are essential

Collaboration can lower administrative burden for funded organisations in several ways:

• Sharing due diligence rather than repeating it

• Referring strong but unsuccessful applicants to aligned programmes

• Designing proportionate monitoring and reporting requirements

Lighter-touch processes are possible without sacrificing rigour

Monitoring, financial checks and risk assessment can be redesigned to reduce strain while 
maintaining accountability.

It is possible to fund differently

Collaborative models demonstrate that funders can adapt internal processes, align around 

shared principles and shift entrenched systems when there is collective intent.
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What next

As set out earlier in this report, Propel has increasingly focused on long-term funding as a core 

lever for change. The creation of the Collaboration Circle as a subsidiary of London Funders 

was central to this shift, repeatedly cited as a key innovation and a practical enabler of long-term 

funding practice.

Members of Propel’s Strategy Group (funders and equity partners) worked with the London 

Funders Board and Team to design the Collaboration Circle, which provides a space for funders 

and civil society to design, learn and make funding decisions together.  It holds pooled funds on 

behalf of collaborations and also offers a space where people from across the funding and social 

justice sectors come together to design and decide how this money should be used. By late 

2025, two major funders (CBF and The National Lottery Community Fund) had committed £35 
million to the Propel pooled fund for long-term grants.

Inspired by the Propel Principles, the Collaboration Circle seeks to embed equity in every 

stage of grant-making – from the initial outreach and programme design, through the process 
of applying for funds, assessing applications and making decisions, to the ongoing grant 

management, non-financial support, and evaluation and learning. This commitment to equity is 
reflected in the practice of the Collaboration Circle: the Board of Directors are drawn in equal 
parts from the funding and equity and justice sectors, and all of the decisions for a pooled fund 

are delegated to a Funding Committee, which is drawn from the funders and from equity and 

justice organisations.

Since 2026, Propel’s Funding Committee have been making decisions on grants of up to seven 

years to a group of organisations with existing Propel grants. At the date of publication, 28 

grants worth £31.1m have been made, with over 80% of funded organisations being led by and 
for the communities they serve. This reflects Propel’s ambition to provide flexibility and capacity 
to organisations led by and for groups experiencing structural inequality, so they can explore, 

develop and lead collaborative ways to tackle some of London’s biggest challenges.

To support Propel’s long-term grants, a Delivery team is drawn from funders and equity and 

justice organisations to provide relational grant management – an approach that sees funders 
and funded organisations working together as partners, listening, learning and adapting to 

what communities really need. By shifting the focus from a financial transaction to genuine 
collaboration, relational grant management will help create more meaningful, lasting change. The 

Grant Management Team will work together to continue to capture and use learning from Propel-

funded organisations and to develop and test new equitable funding practices. The team will take 

the learning from the experience back into their own organisations to enable change in funding 

practice, and the Collaboration Circle will continue to promote learning and change to the wider 

funding sector.
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