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F orRELORD

Imagine a world where young people are not just beneficiaries of change but the
architects of change. In this world, their passion, creativity, and resilience are
harnessed to address the most pressing global challenges. This vision is within reach,

but it requires a fundamental shift in how we support and resource youth-led initiatives.

The power of young people is undeniable. By engaging in actions ranging from lo-
cal clean-up campaigns, to providing critical support during national disasters and
pandemics, to influencing policy change, young people can create change. However,
access to funding has been a crucial challenge for too long, particularly for youth-led
organisations, unregistered groups, movements and individual young people. Despite
the variety of funding sources available - such as government grants, private sector
investments, and donor funds - the complex application processes often serve as

prohibitive barriers, preventing young people from fully harnessing their potential.

Motivated by these challenges and the urgent need to invest in youth power, this
report delves into the best ways to resource youth-led initiatives. It identifies the types of

resourcing that truly fuel young people’s activism.

Conducted by ten young researchers from across the globe over three months (July-Sep-
tember 2024) this research explores the funding mechanisms that enable youth civil
society to flourish. By deploying a youth-led research approach, we engaged directly with
funders who have supported youth-led initiatives through various models and capture
the experiences of young people from diverse backgrounds, young people living with
disabilities, young women, trans and gender-diverse youth, and those from urban, peri-
urban, and rural areas. This intersectional insight, often missed in conventional
research, provides a nuanced understanding of which resourcing models are most

effective for young people to thrive.

As you read, you will see this report calls on traditional donors, private sector funders,

development practitioners, and government actors to align with what young people
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say works for them - and they can do this by implementing the 10 #FundYouthPower
principles. We urge a rethinking of funding practices, rebuilding trust, and decolonising
aid by adopting less bureaucratic and more accessible requirements that make grants
available to young people. These funds must be accessible so that young people can
actively participate in designing societies that meet their needs through meaningful

engagement with donors at both local and global levels.

Participating in this project has been enriching for us as young researchers. It has allowed
us to connect with other young people, hear their stories, and amplify their voices. We
hope the many voices of young people and funders compiled in this report will guide the

global co-design of grants and funds, effectively transforming youth resourcing models.

We thank all the young people and funders who shared their insights with us,
and we thank Restless Development and Fondation Botnar for their support in
empowering the present and future generations of young leaders through the youth-

led research approach. Thank you for accompanying us on this remarkable journey.

Kudzai Mutemeri and Mugalula Ashiraf on behalf of the youth researchers
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We know the crucial role that young people play in building better societies, and

IMFac y - OD A previous State of Youth Civil Society reports from Restless Development have
IILVEE:I.- ' ' 3 charted young people’s impact during times of crisis as well as times of renewal.
However, despite their significant contributions, youth led movements and young peo-
ViSloN | ple face considerable challenges in accessing financial and non-financial support from
Eﬂﬁum' different entities. The rollback on human rights, reduction in Official Development
Assistance (ODA) funding and the rise of authoritarianism continue to block young

LGBTRIAY

-FVNDS' ' - ;'_ | compounded by stringent financial requirements and application process-

people  from accessing necessary resources. These challenges are

es which emanate from a lack of trust in young people and unsustainable,

short term funding which hinder their ability to secure necessary resources.

Most funding for civil society organisations and social movements comes from Offi-
cial Development Assistance (ODA), often cascaded directly from the Minority World
to the Majority World or through third parties. In 2020, only 5.56% of ODA funds
LE;AVE from the top 10 gender equality donors were allocated to gender equality goals and
NOONE initiatives targeting 10 to 24-year-old young people (OECD 2024). Moreover, Young
REHIND Climate Justice found that only 0.76% of climate funding goes to young people.
et | Young people experiencing multiple forms of discrimination, including those from rural

communities, the LGBTQIA+ community, and Young People with Disabilities (YPWDs)

receive a smaller portion of funding.

The funding snags are expected to worsen over the next few years, with some do-
nors reducing their contributions to ODA. For example, the Netherlands’ right-wing
government plans to cut ODA by 300 million euros in 2025, 500 million euros in
2026, and 2.4 billion euros annually from 2027 (Chadwick, 2024). France, a significant
player in overseas development, has seen a slowdown in its GDP, resulting in a 13% cut in
ODA in its 2024 budget (Focus 2030, 2024). The rise of far right governments in Europe,
reductions in GDP, and unpredictability of the upcoming United States elec-

tions have created uncertainty regarding financial resourcing for young people.



https://restlessdevelopment.org/state-of-youth-civil-society-report/

Funding prospects have never looked gloomier, yet the stakes have never been higher.
Against the backdrop of dwindling financial resources, alternative forms of fund-
ing young people have emerged. These include crowdfunding (utilising plat-
forms such as Kickstarter, GoFundMe, or Indiegogo), conducting peer-to-peer
fundraising, and partnering with businesses that have Corporate Social Respon-

sibility initiatives aligned with the organisation’s mission and impact investment.

In this year's State of Youth Civil Society Report, Resourcing Youth Pow-
er to Thrive, ten young researchers analysed the types of funding mod-
els that enable youth civil society to thrive, identifying forms of impact mea-
surement and exploring the implications of failing to resource youth power
adequately. The researchers spoke to eight different youth funds to understand the

characteristics of a youth powered fund, and sought to answer the following questions;

What is the best way to resource 4Youth-led initiatives?
What are the most effective financial resourcing models
for supporting Youns Peokle?

How do resourcing models imeact the sustainability of

Youth-led initiatives?

What are the most effective metrics in assessing the
imeact and sustainability of resourcing strategies for

Yyoung Peok|e?

This summary focuses on the best ways to resource youth-led initiatives.
Analysis from the sub-research questions on how resourcing models impact
sustainability and the most effective metrics for assessing impact has been woven into

the 10 #FundYouthPower principles.
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FET FINDIMNGS AMD IMSIGHTS

Our research team identified the funding models that work best for young
people, although these models still have their disadvantages which must be taken into
consideration. We spoke to funders who are working hard to exemplify best practice
and get money directly to young people, and took insights and inspiration from them

on how to improve the funding system for young people and youth-led organisations.

THE EEST TTFES OF FUMNDIMG MODELS FOR: vValUMNG FEQFLE
Trust-based funding rmodel

The trust based funding model emphasizes the importance of flexibility, trust, and
simplicity in due diligence processes. Funders provide financial resources, technical
support, and strategic counsel to youth-led initiatives. One of the most significant
advantages of this model is that it values the experience and expertise of
young people, and allows youth organisations to address issues relevant to

their communities without being bound by stringent donor requirements.

“Ue believe in trustin9g Young pPeorle directlY with funds. offering them
financial freedom and unrestricted funding. which is often rare. This
aeproach allows them to manase their initiatives., cover essential costs.
and hire necessary expertise. Trusting Youn9 reorle with direct funding
empowers them and acknowledges their abilitYy to lead effectively.” (Donor

reeresentative).

The model focuses on building the capacity of youth organisations,
making it easier for smaller and nascent organisations to access
funding, and encourages new youth-led initiatives to enter FunDiN &

into partnerships, fostering innovation and inclusivity.



However, while the trust based funding model sometimes involves long-term financing,
the challenge comes when donors focus on short-term funding, undermining youth-led
initiatives’ sustainability. Evidence shows that the sustainability of youth-led initiatives
hinges on the availability of long-term financing (CIVICUS 2019), Plan International et al
(2024), and Restless Development (2023).

Unrestricted funding nnodeal

The unrestricted funding model offers an effective
mechanism for supporting young people because it
gives recipients autonomy and decision-making
power over funds. This approach contrasts with
traditional funding models by offering more freedom
to youth organisations, allowing them to focus on their
core needs and priorities and exploring new
avenues through innovation. Some young people and
turning to

youth-led organisations have been

crowdfunding to bring in unrestricted income.

“AapplyYying for 9rants shouldn’t be a tedious. complicated process. For us.
it is as simple as a one-pagser. uwhere we already know what we need and the
tyee of organization we want to fund. SimelifYying the grant-makin9 pProcess
in this way makes it more accessible. especially for Youns peorle in rural

or mar9ginalized communities.” -Donor representative.

One of the biggest and most significant advantages of this model is that it offers au-
tonomy and flexibility. This can empower youth organisations to allocate funds based
on their specific needs and contexts, promoting tailored and effective interventions
and helping ensure the design of programs is based on the needs of grassroots

communities rather than donor-imposed priorities.

While it is the most sought-after, unrestricted funding is the least available fund-

ing source for young people’s initiatives because of a lack of trust, unequal power
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dynamics, and negative perceptions of organisational capacity, among other issues.
The recent move towards crowdfunding may also start to present challenges as
rising authoritarianism and restrictions from governments could derail the opportunities
offered by crowd-funding. The Kenyan government has recently introduced a bill that,
amongst other things, dictates how fundraising appeals are conducted, and mandates
all entities, whether individual, corporate, or organisations, to obtain a permit for public
appeals from the Cabinet Secretary for Social Development and the County Executive
Committee Member in charge (Mwangi 2024). While this is specific to the Kenyan
context, it could lead to other countries taking a similar approach, further restricting

civil society organisations that are responding to challenges within their communities.

The re-granting nnodeal

Some trust-based and unrestricted models offer provision for re-granting. This involves
providing funds to more prominent or known organisations who then redistribute the
money  to smaller  youth  organisations.  The

young people and

organisations who receive and distribute the money absorb the risks
associated with supporting nascent youth organisations, and often provide

technical support to ensure quality project delivery and financial management.

“We recruited a Youn9o steering srour of 16 peorle from diverse backsrounds
who’ve worked on a range of issues and from a range of 9eosrarhies throush
an oeen recruitment pProcess. and then we brousht them tosether to help
desion the fund. thinkin9 about who we would fund, the criteria.

aeplication process. and the tyee of support we misht put alongside the

funding.” -Re-9ranting partiner representative

THE :
RE- GRANTING,

The benefits of the re-granting model is that this
enables money to get to organisations who might
not normally get funded, perhaps due to their size,
capacity, registration status, or the stringent due

diligence requirements set by the donor.




When implemented well, the model embraces the idea that young people
are changemakers who can use funds to design and implement projects and
programmes to solve the challenges and issues that affect them. The model also

often offers additional technical support, and doesn’t just focus on financing.

One of the disadvantages of the model is that it could be open to abuse, with more
prominent organisations taking too much from the fund to sustain their own or-
ganisation. That said, when done well and fairly, it is important for the sponsor

organisation to be able to cover their true costs in order to ensure the model is workable.

Fhilanthropy rnodel

Philanthropic funding consists of both restricted and unrestricted funding. Individ-
uals, organisations, or foundations often provide the financial resources to support
social causes, charitable activities, and public benefit initiatives. This funding typical-
ly addresses societal issues, such as poverty, education, health, and the environment,
by providing grants, donations, or investments to non-profits, social enterprises, or
other entities that work towards these goals ( Stanford Center on Philanthropy and Civil

Society 2020).

“A sustainable and effective funding model must include caracity-building
oepportunities to ensure Youn9 ors9ganisations have the necessary skills,
manpower, and financial literacy to utilize 9rants effectively. With this
support., funds can be well-spent on effective prosrams. Donors should
col laborate closelY with recipients, pProviding guidance and training on
manasing resources to achieve better outcomes and enable

continued support in the future.”

Philanthropic giving can often be very generous, and depending on the set up, can
have all the advantages of the trust based and unrestricted models. However, a
disadvantage of philanthropic giving is that - as with trust based and unrestricted models
- it can often be short term and unsustainable. In addition, philanthropy - if done badly -
can often feel unequal, giving a sense of charity and dependency and exacerbating power
imbalances. More equitable approaches can be based on mutual aid or African
philanthropy models which move away from the idea of funder and beneficiary, and
instead focus on the notion of collective giving - emphasising that even the smallest

community-based groups can provide unique contributions to a partnership.

Elagran-2 Trust

“One thing that | liked about the funder | interviewed is that they had recruited an advi-
sory committee of young people to create the name and the branding for their fund. The
young people also decided on how much funding should be included, and what the selection
criteria should be. That way, young people were at the forefront of deci-

-Donor representative
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sion-making, ' ensuring their needs are met. Such approaches recognise @ young
people as autonomous  and capable, respecting their agency and rights.
- Darius Gervinskas - researcher, United Kingdom
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THE soLuUTION

We believe the best funding models should dismantle existing power struc-
tures and shift power to young people, ensure trust in young people, offer mutu-

ality, and provide a collaborative approach between young people and funders.

Responding to the key challenges faced by young people, our research team

- alongside Restless Development colleagues around the world - have devised

10 #FundYouthPower Principles.

#Fund T outhFower principks 1

“Some of the funds are desisned by older peorle with
no contribution or pParticiration from Youns pPeorle.”
Put young people in the driving seat from the start.

Enable young people to get funds to other young people.
Trust young people to lead every stage of the process,
engaging them to co-design and deliver the fund from beginning
to end.Establish a youth steering group that represents diverse
social stratifications, geographies, and identities, and co-design
funds with young people, not for young people. The steering
group should support the fund’'s establishment, identify
selection criteria, select grantees, and oversee disbursements.
In addition, the group should support the devel-
opment of  monitoring and  evaluation = metrics.
Establishing the group shifts the power to young people with

the knowledge and expertise on what works best for them.

#FundrouthFower principls 2

“Some institutions and funds do not provide adequate
remuneration for Youns PeorPle in the Advisory Groups.
We should practice what we preach and compensate Youn9
peorle for the work they do.”

Compensate young people fairly for their part in the process.
Funders should build and maintain equitable rather than
transactional partnerships when working with young people -
especially when establishing steering groups to co-design funds.
Time and resources should be invested to develop solid
relationships with youth-led initiatives and groups to build trust
and form more meaningful collaborations. Young peo-
ple should be paid fairly for their role, and consider-
ation must be given to data / internet access, working
equipment such as phones and tablets, and adaptations to

ensure the inclusion of all young people in their diversity.

Fut young people in

. the driving seat




#FundrouthFower principhs 3
“In my exeperience, donors with simPle 9rant
aep|ications have veryY rigid financial reauire-
ments and guidelines - this is exhausting for
Yyouth, it’s exclusionary, ineffective. demoti-
vating and nesatively impacts any efforts for
trust buildins.”

Make the application process easy and accessible.
Establish intersectional

simplified  and appli-

cation processes hinged on the principles of

diversity and inclusivity. Opening the applica-
tions to include simplified questions and audio and
video submissions ensures more diverse grantees.
Current funding models favor young people with a
higher education level andincreased accesstoresources.
Decolonisation of aid should focus on adopting less
bureaucratic and more manageable requirements that
make grants more accessible for youth-led initiatives
and groups. Such processes and requirements are
often hurdles for youth initiatives applying for grants.
Funders should

recognise language barriers and

develop mechanisms to bridge the gap. The
application process should have attainable eligibility
criteria for young people, unlike conditions that limit
them - such as being registered, previously funded, in
existence for at least three years, or having audited
accounts. These conditions often push away young

people working in smaller organisations that require

more funding.

African Touth
Fhilanthropy Metwork

“l was impressed by the
proactive steps this fund
is taking to enhance the
impact and sustainability
of youth initiatives. For
instance, AYPN'’'s webi-
nar brought together
young people from di-
verse regions to share
insights and  explore
innovative approach-
es. The webinar yielded
valuableideas, such as le-
veraging crowdfunding,
social media, and block-
chain technology. These
suggestions highlight the
potential for young peo-
ple to contribute mean-
ingfully to improving
resourcing models and
driving positive change.”

- Kudzai Mutemeri -

researcher, Zimbabwe
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#FundrouthFower principls 4

“Sometimes the same pPeorle receive funding.
They i9nore other 9roups., especially those who are
usually left behind.”

“The funding sector is verY middle class., white.
and privilesed.”

Don‘t just fund ‘the usual suspects’. Youth-led initiatives
and groups are incredibly diverse. Funders must recognise
this and adapt to become more inclusive, empathetic, and
open to funding youth-led action, even if it feels scary.
Outreach to underrepresented groups with support from the
steering group and snowballing should be a priority. Young
people are central in connecting funders and institutions with
their networks and communities. When funders open applica-
tion processes, they should be intentional about reaching out
to underrepresented and traditionally marginalised groups,
such as young people with disabilities and LGBTQIA+ youth,

through snowballing and support from the steering groups.

#Fund v outhFower principls =

“The funds are verYy |ittle sometimes and for a
short time.”

Provide unrestricted, core, and long-term funding. Shift
the power by providing youth-led initiatives with
flexible,core, long-term funding. Funding should be ho-
listic, responsive, multi-year, and timely to ensure that
organisations and movements have the capacities and

resources to respond and rebuild new and better futures.

14



#FundrouthFower principls &
“They sometimes define training rplans which is wrons.”
Tailored

Treat each young person as an individual.

capacity-building plans should be a priority when
supporting youth-led initiatives. Ensuring that young people
have access to training and mentoring will increase the
sustainability of youth-led organisations and move-
ments. There should be two forms of capacity building:
one that is mandatory and includes finacial and programme
management and resource mobilisation and the second that
is tailored to the specific needs of the youth-led groups and

initiatives and is grantee-led.

#FundrouthFower principhs 7
“We need more than moneY”.

Invest in young people beyond finances. Sup-
port young people from the steering group and the
grantees in developing their leadership journeys from
the onset, focusing on personal and organisational
development. The sustainability of youth-led movements,
organisations, and initiatives hinges on the capacity of young
people to clearly define their personal, professional, and organi-
sational trajectories. Funders should support the steering group
and grantees to map and implement their development plans,

and offer training and access to wider networks where needed.

Inve22t in Joung peaple
beyond finances

International Flanned Farenthaod Foundation

“Backing the Brave Fund is an unrestricted funding model. This gives the recipi-
ents autonomy and decision-making power to choose what to do with the mon-
ey, when, and how, as opposed to the traditional funding models. To me, Back-
ing the Brave Fund implies that donors are more aware of the context since youth
engagement is not just about calling young people for a meeting. It is active, participa-
tory, diverse, and flexible. Projects come and go, but funding needs to be sustainable.”

- Mugalula Ashiraf - researcher, Uganda
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#FundrouthFower principls =
“Restricted funds usually don’t

wel lbeing which is very impeortant”.

Prioritise mental health and wellbeing support for young |

people. The work that young people do often takes a toll on

their mental health and wellbeing. Funders should prioritise |
mental health and well being support by providing additional, |
unrestricted funds explicitly targeted at this kind of support.

#Fund T outhFower principlhs 9
“The main challengse in maintaining financial
sustainability is the unsustainakble nature of

mainstream funding.”

Look to the future. Develop sustainability plans with the
grantees. The funds should invest in supporting the youth-led |
initiatives and organisations in ensuring sustainability through ' &
developing sustainability plans and providing a budget for
other income sources, such as impact investment and establishing |
social enterprises to finance their work. Youth-led initiatives | |
should rely on more than one financial model. A combination of |

models like grants and fundraising events needs to be explored to | ’E

diversify income sources.

Furposeful

have extra money for |

Frioritize rmental health
and welllbeing support
for young people
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“What makes Purposeful’s fund stand out is their exceptional ability to actively listen
to young people, truly hear their voices, and collaborate with them to shape a future
that is not only sustainable but also equitable and responsive to the varied needs of all
youth. Their commitment to co-creating solutions with young people ensures that the

impact of their work is both meaningful and lasting. This approach sets a powerful ex-
ample of how youth-driven change can be achieved when organisations are willing to
be flexible, inclusive, and open to the evolving realities faced by young people today.”
- Zahra Al Hilaly, researcher - Australia

s+ - #
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#FundrouthFower principhs 18

“At the international stase.. they ask for evidence.

They misht want a website to see what activities You

have been conducting or for a Facebook or Instasram

ragse to see what You have been doing and how much

impact You have been having. If You can pProvide this
Monitor togsther

and have the documents. 4You misht be able to get

funding.”

Monitor together. Co-develop monitoring, evaluation, and learning metrics for
the fund and the grantees’ projects with the grantees and steering group. MEL
should be participatory and take a bottom-up approach. The funders should not
define impact measurement metrics but co-develop them with young people to
ensure relevance and context specificity. Prioritise budget lines to fund this

properly, and support young people to gather this evidence over the long term.

By implementing these 10 principles, funds and partners can better support
young people in their vital roles as community developers and activists, en-

suring they have the resources and support needed to drive positive change.

The Iris Froject

“The Iris Project uses a funding model that considers all young people and their circumstanc-
es. It funds new ideas and small-scale projects that young people are starting. This includes
unestablished organisations- providing support to get them up and running. They also fund
young people under 18, which many organisations would not do. This made them stand out
to me. It wasn’t only about financial support; they also helped with capacity building to help
them continue this work after the funding ended. All of the funded youth and organisations
are chosen by a youth advisory group, which makes this truly youth-led. This group was

very diverse, as there was representation from every continent. Youth are also responsible
for creating metrics for evaluation purposes, which was unique for this model. They looked
at the trajectory of the projects and how many more youths were in leadership positions,
how much more funding they had, and how many more volunteers they had. The overall
message from the Iris Project was simple: collaboration was vital, with many people trying
to communicate a similar message and bringing people together from around the world.”
- Stacie Smith, researcher - Canada

17

I OMCLUSION

Young people play an indispensable role in driving community development and
activism on both local and international levels. Young people’s contributions are
essential for advancing social progress and addressing pressing global challenges. How-
ever, the findings reveal that young individuals face significant obstacles in accessing both
financial and non-financial support, primarily due to the reduction in Official

Development Assistance (ODA) and restrictive conditions of alternative funding sources.

The research underscores that stringent application processes, top down manage-
ment and strict financial requirements exacerbate these challenges. Young people from
intersectional backgrounds - such as those who are disabled, LGBTQIA+, from the
majority world, refugees, or Indigenous - encounter additional barriers related to age,
skills access, and capacity training. Despite the potential of crowdsourcing and self-
funding, these mechanisms are often insufficient or inaccessible for many young
people. Models exist which can be improved and harnessed to ensure that young
people are better resourced and supported. These are based on the principles of

mutuality, equity, collaboration and trust.

Since 2019, the annual State of Youth Civil Society report has shown us the power
and potential of young people, juxtaposed against the barriers and challenges faced
by youth civil society. One of the biggest barriers - year after year - is funding. This
report presents 10 #FundYouthPower principles which Restless Development believes are
crucial to getting money to young people more fairly and in ways that truly shift power
for transformative change. The 10 #FundYouthPower principles provide a very clear
guide to galvanise and strengthen youth led change. If there is one ‘call to action’ to
take from this report, it's a request for funders and partners to use these principles to
create a more inclusive and supportive funding environment that acknowledges the

diverse needs of young individuals, and maximises their potential for positive impact.
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F.EsERRCHER, REFLECTIOMS:

“This research is important because it gives us an opportunity to

critically assess funding models and base advocacy on the experiences of grantees.

When we discuss the trust-based model, we need to consider financial guidelines and
criteria that can compromise it. There are contractual requirements that not only imply
mistrust, but also make it difficult for grantees with specific legal challenges to be able
to comply. Trust-based funding should let go of the need to prove that the funds were
spent appropriately, but to focus on the funds being disbursed appropriately by not
reinforcing already existing social, economic and legal injustices that grantees from
marginalized groups face. This means that the donor and external auditor need to
allocate resources for trust-building and mutual involvement in fund disbursement

and tracking.

When it comes to unrestricted funding, it is crucial to understand why it is
becoming scarce as part of the donor and grantee’s context analysis and strategy. A
recommendation to implement a mutual process of context analysis is to combine the

unrestricted funding model with the trust-based model.

A hybrid model has the chance to be transformative, needs-based, and
employs the component of mutual learning in funding disbursement and
implementation. One thing to start with is making simple grant applications
the rule and not the exception, and facilitating the lives of grantees by making
financial reporting processes simple and not tedious for activists who feel the
need to prove something that they don’t have to. In many cases, a fund'’s financial
structure largely restricts programmatic planning and adaptation. This is
especially evident in volatile contexts where the creation of change requires freedom
in financing, and not just flexibility to move around funds within rigid budget lines.”

-Nour Nahhas, researcher - Lebanon

Feztlez: Deeloprnent Sierra Leone

“The thing | liked is that they place young people at the centre of decision-making; young
people set criteria for grant applications and decide on what they are going to do when
it comes to financing and making decisions. The young people they work with are into
different areas of work so they bring context into the work and ensure there is diverse
representation when giving funding to other young people. This makes it unique. Every
group of marginalized young people is eligible for their fund and equal opportunities are
provided to them. Aside from the flexible funding, technical assistance when it comes to
financing and setting up systems is provided to their targeted fund recipients which makes
it easy for young people to navigate and excel in their passion and create positive impact.”
- Haja Bangura-researcher, Sierra Leone
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