
HPG executive summary 

Funding refugee-led organisations 
Five key findings from our research 

Caitlin Sturridge, Fran Girling-Morris, Alexandra Spencer, Andhira Kara and Carina Chicet 

November 2023 



2 HPG executive summary 

1. Refugee-led organisations (RLOs) are chronically underfunded and sidelined 
in refugee responses 

The available data shows that just $26.4 million of humanitarian and development funding reached 
RLOs in 2022. Average grant sizes to RLOs are only $26,657 – 10 times smaller than the flows reported 
to local/national non-governmental organisations (NGOs). The current system is stacked against RLOs. 
Those at the top need to transform the system from the inside, and put the long-standing rhetoric 
around localisation and refugee leadership into practical and tangible action. 

$6.4 billion 

Our recommendation: Urgently increase direct funding to RLOs. 

• Build capacity so that direct funding is provided as standard to RLOs with the systems and 
capacity in place to absorb and manage grants. 

• Normalise funding partnerships with RLOs by drawing attention to them. 
• Support RLOs to increase their capacity to access and manage donor funding directly. 
• Sustain pressure on public and private donors to meet commitments to increase direct 

funding to RLOs and other local and national actors. 

Total funding to RLOs in 2022 based on available data 

Total direct and trackable indirect funding to local and national NGOs in 2022 

UNHCR self-reported funding to National NGO partners in 2022 

Total Refugee Response Plan funding (10 plans) in 2022 

$26.4 million 

$462.9 million 

$663.9 million 
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2. RLO experiences of receiving international funding remain performative 
and tokenistic. 

Outdated, inaccurate and damaging assumptions about RLOs persist – for example, that they are 
passive recipients of aid, and are a homogeneous group of small, informal organisations that are 
therefore too risky, biased and unreliable to fund. In fact, RLOs are a constellation of organisations of 
different sizes, budgets, capacities and staffing. Many are strategic and well-established actors 
proactively tapping into a range of different funding mechanisms. 

Mapping of the different income streams to RLOs 

Public 

Philanthropies 

Public 
donors RLO networks/ 

funding 
mechanisms 

Intermediaries 
(UN/INGOs) 

Donor 
missions/ 
embassies 

RLOs 

Pooled 
funds 

Grants 

Sub-grants 

RLO-to-RLO grants 

Prizes 

Budgetary allocations 

Diaspora contributions 

Crowdfunding 

Member contributions 

Income-generating activities 

Communities 

Our recommendation: Challenge the prevailing misconceptions and 
narratives around RLOs. 

• Consciously commit to challenge the concepts, language and theoretical frameworks that 
reproduce discrimination and exclusion of RLOs. 

• Implement structures so that RLOs can call out tokenistic and unfair partnerships without 
being ostracised and penalised. 

• Compensate refugee leaders for their time, expertise and expenses. 
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3. Most funding to RLOs (83%) passes through at least one intermediary. 

Intermediaries that empower and support RLOs to access international funding and amplify their 
advocacy have a long-term role in increasing funding to RLOs. But a better balance is needed. Well-
established RLOs with the systems and capacity in place should be prioritised for direct funding. And 
when intermediaries are used to channel funding, donors should prioritise those that are led and 
staffed by refugees and/or that have a demonstrated commitment to co-designing initiatives and 
participatory selection processes. 

Top five intermediaries to RLOs in 2022, and their share of total funding 

Women’s Peace and 
Humanitarian Fund 

42% 

Choose Love 
28% 

Resourcing Refugee 
Leadership Initiative 

14% 

NEAR Change Fund
 4% 

Cohere 
3% 

All other 
intermediaries 

8% 

*Based on available data 

Our recommendation: Adopt a pragmatic approach to intermediaries. 

• Use intermediaries to increase funding to RLOs that would otherwise by excluded from 
funding opportunities, such as smaller RLOs or those operating in challenging regulatory 
environments. 

• Prioritise intermediaries that are led and staffed by refugees and/or are willing to act as the 
‘pot-holder’ and not the ‘gate-keeper’. 

• Cascade quality funding (flexible, multi-year and inclusive of overheads) to RLO partners. 
• Advocate to inspire all intermediaries to work as ‘pot-holders’ and not ‘gate-keepers’. 
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4. Funding for RLOs is being driven by private philanthropies 

Nearly all the identified funding from donors came from philanthropies. Of the $8.9 million that 
philanthropies provided to RLOs in 2022, 42% was directly granted to RLOs, 39% was passed to RLO 
networks, and the remaining (19%) was provided to international NGOs to pass on to RLOs. 

Philanthropies are also more likely to provide flexible funding that includes overheads, and adopt a 
lighter touch approach to reporting and submissions – helping to alleviate the administrative burden 
that funding processes currently place on RLOs. Many RLO intermediaries adopt a similar approach. 

Top five donors to RLOs in 2022, and their share of total funding 

Hilton Foundation 
46% 

Government of 
Switzerland 
4% 

Robert Bosch 
Foundation 
5% 

Open Society 
Foundations 
14%

 European 
Programme for 
Integration and 
Migration (EPIM) 
16% 

All other donors 
15% 

*Based on available data 

Our recommendation: Streamline and simplify funding processes by 
scaling up the innovative approaches being pioneered by philanthropies 
and RLO intermediaries. 

This could include: 

• Funding applications and grant-making processes with flexible deadlines, user-friendly portals, 
multiple language submissions, low technological requirements and proportionate reporting. 

• Collective due diligence passporting so that RLOs do not need to undergo multiple and 
repetitive compliance processes with numerous donors. 

• Fiscal sponsors – third-party partners who receive funding on behalf of RLOs unable to 
register in-country or open bank accounts. 



6 HPG executive summary 

5. Funding to RLOs is not adequately or transparently tracked 

Very few donors and international organisations track or transparently report their funding to RLOs. 
This was especially stark for government donors and UN agencies. The absence of a commonly agreed 
RLO definition is also an issue. This would allow for the independent tracking of funding via an RLO tag 
on publicly available platforms (such as the Financial Tracking Service and the International Aid 
Transparency Initiative). 

Snapshot of funding to RLOs in 2022 

Private foundations: 
$8.9 million

RLOs: $26.4 million

RLOs/RLO networks: 
$7.6 million

INGOs: $6.4 million

Unknown public and other 
donors: $16.8 million

Unreported/untracked 
funding flows: $??

RLOs: $??
Pooled funds: $7.8 million

UN: $0.3 million

Data available from public 
donors: $0.7 million

$??

Funders Intermediaries Final recipients 

Our recommendation: Commit to better tracking and reporting 
of funding. 

• Commit to a widely accepted definition of RLOs to enable better tracking. 
• Publish funding made directly to RLOs on publicly available platforms and require 

intermediaries to do the same. 
• Publish the onward granting of funds from intermediaries to RLOs. 
• Collectively monitor progress on reporting and tracking and ensure the data needs of 

different actors are met. 
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