
As a complement to Philanthropic Support to 
Address HIV and AIDS in 2021, the following 
snapshot highlights the philanthropic response 
to HIV in Western and Central Europe. To help 
demonstrate the leadership and reach of donors and 
intermediaries in the region, FCAA invited a best 
practice perspective from the Robert Carr Fund 
(RCF)—the world’s leading international fund focused 
on regional and global networks led by and serving 
inadequately served populations. 

As a cooperative effort of donors and civil society, 
RCF is structured to maximize participation, equity, 
transparency, and accountability in their fundraising 
and grantmaking. RCF’s secretariat is based in the 
Netherlands, and the organization is a recipient of 
funding from the governments of the U.S., the U.K., 
the Netherlands, and Norway, and the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation. RCF has raised and committed 
$120,000,000 since inception (including the current 
2022-2024 funding cycle). 
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WESTERN AND  
CENTRAL EUROPE
HIV-related philanthropy to Western and Central Europe in 2021: 

PARTICIPATORY 
GRANTMAKING—THE ROBERT 
CARR FUND APPROACH

“The Robert Carr Fund’s model 
shows not just how participatory 
grantmaking looks like but also 
illustrates that engaging into equal 
dialogue between civil society 
activists and donors can lead to 
concrete results. The RCF model 
proves that this is possible, and it 
stays effective for a decade. We see 
networks that have come a long way 
with us; they’re strong, vocal, and 
doing incredibly important work. And 
for that reason, I think RCF is making 
an important contribution  
to changing the face of the global  
HIV movement.” 
— Maria Phelan, RCF Director 
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WHAT IS PARTICIPATORY 
GRANTMAKING? 
Participatory grantmaking is about placing the 
power of grantmaking decisions in the hands of the 
communities most affected by the HIV epidemic. 
RCF, the unique pooled funding mechanism, ensures 
a democratic, transparent, and accountable process 
when it comes to grantmaking. 

Participatory grantmaking has always been a part of 
RCF’s DNA because the need for sustainable long-
term funding for global and regional community-led 
networks was placed in the foundation of RCF during 
its inception back in 2012. 

But RCF takes participation beyond grantmaking. The 
fund uses a people-centered approach, which could 
be called “co-creation.” Civil society and funders come 
together in a joint equal space to understand the 
communities’ needs and to make funding decisions. 
This participatory approach is embedded into all 
processes and governance structures. 

WHAT MAKES RCF A 
PARTICIPATORY FUND? 
The key governance body of RCF is the International 
Steering Committee (ISC), which consists of equal 
numbers of donors and civil society members. The 
ISC members discuss the fund’s strategic priorities 
and decide where funds should be directed. In 
addition, there is the Program Advisory Panel, 
where independent community experts review grant 
applications and give their advice to the ISC. 
There are four elements of the RCF funding model 
approach: participation, flexible core funding, 
long-term funding, and shifting the power to the 
communities. RCF’s rigorous grantee data shows that 
these four fundamental principles lead to stronger 
civil society advocacy work, network resilience and 
sustainability, better organizational capacity, and HIV-
related programs of higher quality. 

WHAT MAKES RCF’S 
PARTICIPATORY GRANTMAKING 
MODEL SO EFFECTIVE? 
RCF’s model supports sustainability at two levels: 
by direct funding of networks, and indirectly by 
supporting grantees’ advocacy for sustainable 
financing of the HIV response for inadequately served 
populations. RCF core funding complements other 
funders’ investments by increasing grantees’ capacity 
to implement better quality programs. 

RCF broke new ground with participatory 
grantmaking. RCF’s funders, UNAIDS, the Global Fund, 
civil society members, and grantees speak very highly 
of the approach; they see the value and believe it 
should be used more widely. 

HOW CAN FUNDERS BECOME 
MORE PARTICIPATORY? 
There are 10 tips for funders who may be considering 
participatory grantmaking: 
 
1.	 Simplify processes. 
2.	 Listen to grantees. 
3.	 Define success in grantmaking. 
4.	 Learn from others about the benefits and 

challenges of participatory grantmaking. 
5.	 Engage senior leadership and the board  

in the discussion. 
6.	 Decide how willing and able you are to change  

your rules and procedures. 
7.	 Include more representation from grantees and  

the people they serve. 
8.	 Establish and strengthen systems for managing 

conflict of interest. 
9.	 Commit staff time. 
10.	Celebrate, document, and share your progress. 
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2021 Western and Central Europe: Top 10 Funders

2021 Western and Central Europe: Top 5 Intended Use of Funding (US$)

$2M $6M$4M $10M$8M

Prevention

Social Services

Advocacy

Human resources

Treatment

Gilead Sciences, Inc. ViiV Healthcare

Aidsfonds

Bridge House Estates

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

MAC Viva 
Glam Fund 

Sidaction

National 
Lottery 
Community 
Fund

Henry Smith 
Charity

MSD
(Merck & Co.) 
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COUNTRIES DISBURSEMENTS COUNTRIES DISBURSEMENTS
United Kingdom 5,522,751 Greece 898,971

France 4,670,474 Switzerland 621,326

Regional (non-country specific) 3,687,365 Sweden 505,852

Italy 2,468,028 Ireland 463,490

Netherlands 2,372,585 Belgium 336,403

Spain 1,675,946 Denmark 180,729

Portugal 1,405,249 Austria 87,528

Germany 1,336,674 Norway 130

2021 Western and Central Europe: Recipient Countries (US$)

2021 Western and Central Europe: Top 5 Populations of Focus (US$)

$6M$2M $4M

Sex workers

Economically  
disadvantaged/homeless

Health care workers

Migrants/Refugees

People living with HIV (general)

COVID-19/Emergency Response funding:  

$3,715,590 
Key populations funding:   

$7,504,524 
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