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List of Acronyms

AWID - Association for Women's Rights in Development — an international feminist network and
research organisation focused on funding for women's rights and feminist movements globally
BCSDN - Balkan Civil Society Development Network — a regional network of civil society organisations
working to promote and monitor an enabling environment for civil society development in the
Western Balkans

CIVICUS - a global alliance of civil society organisations focusing on tracking civic space conditions
and defending civic freedoms at the global and regional levels

CSO - Civil Society Organisation — organisations operating outside the public and private sectors,
including associations, foundations and other non-profit actors

EIGE - European Institute for Gender Equality — a European Union body responsible for data
collection, analysis and policy support in the field of gender equality

EWI — Ecumenical Women's Initiative — a regional feminist organisation and fund dedicated to
strengthening women and women-led organisations in the Western Balkans

EU — European Union

GREVIO - Group of Experts on Action against Violence against Women and Domestic Violence — an
independent expert body of the Council of Europe responsible for monitoring the implementation of
the Istanbul Convention

IPA lll - Instrument for Pre-accession Assistance Il — the third phase of the European Union's financial
support instrument for candidate and potential candidate countries.
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Glossary of Terms

Administrative burden — The set of procedural, reporting and management requirements attached
to donor funding which, in practice, place a disproportionate burden on organisations with limited
human and administrative resources

Anti-gender actors / anti-gender narratives — Political, social and religious actors and narratives
portraying gender equality, feminist policies and LGBTIQ+ rights as an ideological threat to
"traditional values"

Defunding — The process of reducing, withdrawing or discontinuing financial support to CSOs, which
does not necessarily involve a formal decision to terminate funding, but directly impacts
organisational stability, teams and programmes

Feminist funding / feminist funds — Funding models grounded in principles of gender justice, long-
term and flexible support, and the redistribution of power between donors and organisations
Grassroots organisations — Locally-rooted organisations, working closely with their communities,
often with limited institutional and financial capacities

Urgent / rapid funding — Short-term and flexible forms of financial support intended as a response
to unforeseen situations such as security threats, political pressures, sudden funding cuts or
organisational crises

Institutional / core funding — A form of financial support directed at an organisation's overall
functioning, including salaries, administration, development, security and strategic planning, without
strict earmarking for specific projects or activities

Istanbul Convention — The Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence
against women and domestic violence

Capacities / capacity-strengthening — The overall capacity of an organisation, encompassing its
human resources, financial stability, organisational structures and political space for action, rather
than solely technical or administrative skills

Invisible cut - A set of implicit, often unarticulated requirements within funding systems that, in
practice, restrict access to resources for certain organisations, even when they formally meet
eligibility criteria. These requirements operate by narrowing what is considered "acceptable" in
terms of themes, activities, or approaches, encouraging organisational self-selection and ultimately
leading to the marginalisation of local, more politically exposed, and less institutionalised actors.
Project-based funding — A funding model focused on short-term projects with a narrow thematic
scope, most often without covering organisations' institutional and operational costs

Regranting / regranting mechanisms — Intermediary funding models in which resources from larger
donors are redistributed to smaller or locally rooted organisations through funds or other
organisations. In this study, regranting is understood as a mechanism that can increase access to
funding, but may also reproduce fragmentation and create an additional administrative burden if not
accompanied by flexible conditions and long-term support

Gender-based violence — Violence directed against women and girls based on their gender, including
physical, sexual, digital, psychological and economic violence

Shrinking space — The process of constraining the operating space for civil society through legislative,
financial, political and discursive pressures



Abstract

This regional study examines funding flows and the operating conditions of women's and girls' civil
society organisations in the Western Balkans, with a particular focus on the structural effects of
dominant donor funding models. Grounded in a feminist analytical perspective, funding is
understood as a political and structural mechanism that directly shapes organisational stability,
working conditions and the possibilities for long-term engagement. The study was conducted using
a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods, including an online survey of civil society and
donor organisations, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and an analysis of relevant regional
and international sources. Organisations of different sizes and profiles from six Western Balkan
countries were included, with a particular emphasis on smaller, locally rooted actors.

The findings show that most women's and girls' organisations face chronic financial insecurity, not
as a result of limited capacity, but as a direct consequence of a funding architecture based on short-
term, project-based and fragmented grants. Such models systematically generate administrative
burden, hinder long-term planning, and contribute to precarity of work, with operating continuity
often sustained through unpaid or underpaid labour. The formal availability of funding does not
necessarily translate into actual accessibility. Administrative and procedural barriers, co-financing
requirements, language constraints and short deadlines act as structural filters that favour
administratively stronger actors, while smaller and more politically exposed organisations remain at
the margins of funding flows. Administrative burden—particularly in the context of EU and large
international funding schemes—functions as a structural selection mechanism that systematically
excludes certain organisations from accessing funds, regardless of the quality of their work or their
relevance to communities. Choosing not to apply for specific funding streams emerges as a rational
risk management strategy, rather than a lack of interest or capacity.

Although such work is essential for long-term social change, funding for it remains unstable and
short-term, particularly in the context of the rise of anti-gender narratives and the shrinking of civic
space. This, in turn, constrains the space for feminist politics and systemic interventions. The analysis
of donor perspectives reveals a high degree of alignment in recognising key challenges but also
highlights clear limits to action within existing institutional frameworks, which favour project-based
approaches, measurability and risk management.

As a result, the burden of adapting to these systems is largely shifted onto organisations themselves.
The study findings indicate that the sustainability of women's and girls' organisations cannot be
understood solely as a matter of individual adaptation strategies. Rather, sustainability is a structural
issue that requires more stable, flexible, and long-term forms of support, as well as a more equitable
distribution of risk within the donor system.

In this context, the Ecumenical Women's Initiative is confirmed as a key regional actor within the
feminist funding infrastructure. As a donor, EWI plays a stabilising role within the sector, safeguards
space for political work and actively advocates for alternative funding models. The study's
recommendations are therefore aimed at strengthening this role in the forthcoming strategic period.



1. Introduction: Why this research?

This report presents the findings of regional research on funding flows, needs and challenges faced
by women's and girls' organisations in the Western Balkans. The research was conducted in a context
marked by intensifying political pressures, shrinking civic space and growing funding insecurity, all of
which increasingly shape the operating conditions of organisations dedicated to women's rights and
gender equality.

The reportis grounded in the premise that funding allocation models are not neutral technical tools,
but political and structural mechanisms that directly shape the conditions under which
organisations operate. It seeks to link the broader social and donor landscape with the lived
experiences of organisations and donors across the region. The study aims to understand how
existing support models affect the stability of organisations, their capacity, working conditions, and
their ability to sustain work over the long term.

1.1. Operating context of women's and girls' organisations in the Western Balkans

Women's and girls' organisations in the Western Balkans operate in a context marked by a
pronounced gap between formal political and legislative commitments to gender equality and the
conditions in which those rights are exercised. While all countries in the region, at different stages
of European integration, have adopted strategic and legislative frameworks recognising gender
equality, their implementation remains fragmented, underfunded and politically unstable. This gap
is not an exception; it is a persistent feature shaping their everyday work.

In recent years, these dynamics have been further reinforced by processes of shrinking civic space,
which do not manifest solely through overt bans or repressive measures, but also through more
subtle yet equally effective long-term mechanisms. These include the delegitimisation of feminist
and human rights organisations in public discourse, the selective recognition of "acceptable"” themes,
instability in public funding, and the growing administrative and procedural barriers to accessing
resources. Such patterns disproportionately affect organisations working on politically sensitive
issues, including gender-based violence, sexual and reproductive rights, and the rights of
marginalised groups (BCSDN, 2025; Kvinna till Kvinna, 2024).

The growth and increasing coordination of anti-gender actors further complicate the position of
women's and girls' organisations in the region. Gender equality and feminist work are increasingly
framed as matters of ideological or value-based conflict, rather than as issues of human rights and
safety. These narratives are gaining traction in mainstream political and media spaces, with direct
consequences for organisations on the ground: heightened reputational risks, rising levels of digital
violence, more cautious public engagement, and a narrowing of donor portfolios for politically
sensitive issues.

At the same time, the region continues to be marked by the persistent prevalence and severity of
gender-based violence, alongside significant disparities in the quality of public policies, fragmented
institutional monitoring, and limited comparability of data across countries (EIGE, 2024, Council of
Europe/GREVIO, 2024). In this context, organisations working with women and girls—particularly
those providing direct support to survivors of violence or establishing local protection mechanisms—
often act as a first line of response, taking on responsibilities that public protection systems fail to



fully address, yet without the stable and long-term resources required to sustain this role (AWID,
2025; Kvinna till Kvinna, 2024).

The European Institute for Gender Equality (EIGE) highlights the need to systematically harmonise
and strengthen administrative data on violence against women, pointing to significant gaps in
measuring, monitoring, and public reporting systems (EIGE, 2024). At the same time, the Council of
Europe, through its regional programmes and monitoring mechanisms for the implementation of the
Istanbul Convention, continues to emphasise access to justice and effective protection for women,
confirming that legal accessibility and institutional protection remain among the structurally weakest
areas in the region (Council of Europe/GREVIO, 2023).

Across countries at different stages of EU integration, formal alignment coexists with persistent gaps
in implementation, particularly in institutional capacity and funding structures. While EU
programmes can represent an important source of support, they are often characterised by
administrative and co-financing requirements that smaller organisations struggle to meet without
intermediaries or regranting mechanisms (European Commission, 2024; BCSDN, 2025).

In this context, women's and girls' organisations effectively operate across at least three interrelated
domains: (1) providing direct support to communities (services, safety, protection, education), (2)
engaging in advocacy and political work (policies, legislation, public campaigns), and (3) sustaining
the sector itself (risk management, digital security, reputational protection, and staff retention).
Regional sources mapping women's rights in the Western Balkans consistently underscore that
shrinking civic space is a lived reality for feminist and women's organisations, including the lack of
systematic protection mechanisms for women human rights defenders facing attacks and pressure
(AWID, 2025; CIVICUS, 2024; Kvinna till Kvinna, 2023; BCSDN, 2025).

Against this backdrop, the report proceeds from the premise that the operating context of women's
and girls' organisations is not merely an "operational framework", but a determining factor shaping
all other aspects of their work—from access to funding and the ability to plan over the long term, to
staff retention and the continuity of operations. In an environment where women's rights and safety
are periodically reframed as arenas of ideological contestation, the stability of the organisations
defending this space becomes a matter of democratic integrity, rather than a narrow sectoral
concern.

Funding allocation practices, the conditions under which funding is made available, and the
timeframes attached to it directly shape organisations' capacities, their resilience to political
pressures, and their ability to operate over the long term. It is precisely through funding patterns—
who provides funding, what is funded, and under what conditions—that broader political and
social pressures translate into the day-to-day operational realities of organisations on the ground.

1.2. Funding for women's rights: a political and structural issue

Funding for women's and girls' organisations is inherently a political and structural issue that directly
shapes their scope for action, their work priorities, and the level of risk they are required to assume.
Funding patterns—including the duration of support, the degree of flexibility, and thematic scope—



determine which forms of work are recognised as legitimate and which remain marginalised or
chronically underfunded.

In the Western Balkans, where gender equality and women's rights are subject to political
fluctuations, ideological contestation, and shrinking civic space, donor logics become one of the key
mechanisms through which these tensions are translated into the day-to-day work of organisations.
Dominant funding models often shift operational, administrative and political risk onto organisations
themselves, while at the same time constraining their ability to plan for the long term, recruit and
retain staff, and invest in institutional development.

Understanding funding for women's rights as a political issue therefore requires moving beyond a
narrow focus on funding volumes to consider the conditions under which funding is allocated,
guestions of accountability, and the long-term effects of donor practices. Global analyses of funding
for women's rights, including research by AWID, show that organisations engaged in women's rights
and feminist issues receive less than 1% of total global philanthropic funding—an exceptionally low
share that in itself raises broader questions about investment in peace and security through models
that are not aligned with feminist approaches (AWID, 2025). Both the research and this report are
grounded in the same feminist political perspective: funding is not neutral; it shapes power
relations, the visibility of issues, and the limits of what can be done.

1.3. The role of the Ecumenical Women's Initiative and reasons for this research

The Ecumenical Women's Initiative (EWI) has, for nearly two decades, operated as a regional feminist
organisation and fund dedicated to strengthening women and women-led organisations in Croatia,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia. Through a combination
of financial support, capacity building, networking and the political articulation of needs, EWI has
maintained a continuous presence in its work with local organisations operating in complex and often
unstable contexts.

This long-term and close engagement with organisations on the ground provides EWI with direct
insight into the actual working conditions, constraints, and survival strategies of women's and girls'
organisations in the region. The research was initiated at a time when shifts in the global and regional
donor landscape—including processes of defunding and shrinking civic space—have become
tangible in the day-to-day work of organisations.

The purpose of this research is therefore to develop an analytical basis for understanding structural
funding patterns and their effects. Its findings are intended to inform EWI's future strategic
positioning, while also serving as a shared advocacy resource for engaging with donors and other
relevant actors in the region.

1.4. Objectives of the research and research questions

Building on the political, social, and donor context outlined above, this research aims to provide a
contextually grounded analysis of the funding landscape in which women's and girls' organisations
in the Western Balkans operate. It focuses on funding patterns, conditions for accessing funding, and
their effects on the stability, resilience and long-term capacity of organisations.



Objectives:

to map key funding flows and types of donors present in the region

to analyse dominant funding models and their effects on the work of organisations
to examine the impacts of defunding and shrinking civic space

to identify structural and administrative barriers to accessing funding

to assess approaches to strengthening organisational capacity and sustainability

to align the perspectives of civil society and donor organisations

Key research questions

e What is the donor landscape for women's and girls' organisations in the region, and which
funding models dominate?

e How do existing funding patterns affect organisational capacity, stability and long-term
planning?

e How do defunding and shrinking civic space manifest in organisations' day-to-day work?

e What barriers do organisations identify in accessing funding, particularly from EU and global
funding sources?

e How do organisations build sustainability in unstable contexts, and what forms of support
do they expect from donors?

1.5. Structure of the report

The report is structured to progressively link the broader political and donor context with the
research findings, as well as their analytical and strategic implications for the sector of women's and
girls' organisations in the region. Following the introduction, the first chapter provides an overview
of the operating context and establishes the conceptual framework for understanding funding as a
political and structural issue.

The second chapter outlines the research approach and methodology, including the methods used,
the scope of the research, and ethical considerations. The third chapter presents a profile of the civil
society organisations included in the research, with a particular focus on their organisational,
operational and financial capacities.

Chapters four to twelve analyse the key research findings, including the donor landscape and funding
flows, the effects of dominant funding models, patterns of defunding, access to funding, urgent
funding mechanisms, capacity strengthening, organisational sustainability, and differences between
funding for community-based work and advocacy. Particular attention is given to thematic priorities
and shifts in organisational focus over the past seven years (2019-2025).

The thirteenth chapter presents donor perspectives, while the fourteenth chapter examines the role
and potential positioning of the Ecumenical Women's Initiative in relation to other actors in the
region. The report concludes with a final chapter and a set of recommendations addressed to the
Ecumenical Women's Initiative, donors, and the wider donor ecosystem.



2. Methodology and analytical framework

The research was designed as a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods, with the aim
of linking structural funding patterns to the lived experiences of organisations and donors. The
methodological approach is grounded in triangulation, ensuring the cross-validation of findings
across multiple data sources.

The quantitative component of the research consisted of online surveys conducted with 45 civil
society organisations working with women and girls, as well as eight donor organisations active in
the region. The qualitative component included 11 semi-structured interviews with donors, along
with focus groups and interviews with organisations across all six countries covered by the research.

The research covers Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia and
Serbia, taking into account differences in political contexts, donor ecosystems and levels of
institutional stability. While the sample is not statistically representative, it provides in-depth insight
into funding patterns, experiences of defunding, and the structural barriers faced by organisations
operating in the most exposed parts of the system.

Given the politically sensitive nature of the issues addressed, particular attention was paid to
anonymity and the protection of participants. The findings are interpreted with the aim of gaining
analytical insight into structural patterns, rather than evaluating individual organisations or donors.

2.1 Research approach and triangulation

The research adopts a triangulated approach to reduce reliance on any single data source and enable
the cross-validation of findings. Quantitative data collected through online surveys were used to
identify general funding patterns, while semi-structured interviews and focus groups provided
insight into how these patterns play out in practice.

Triangulation was applied at three levels. Different data collection methods were combined, the
perspectives of both civil society and donor organisations were incorporated, and findings were
analysed across multiple national and regional contexts, taking into account variations in political,
institutional and donor contexts.

Donor data were treated as an integral part of the analytical framework. Survey data were used to
map funding practices and models, while interviews and focus groups with donors provided insight
into how funding decisions are shaped and implemented. In this way, patterns identified in the
guantitative data were further contextualised through the experiences and practices of donors.

2.2 Overview of research methods

The study was conducted using a combination of the following methods:

e Desk research, including an analysis of relevant regional and international reports, donor
policies, and research on funding for women's rights, civil society, and the phenomenon of
shrinking civic space.

e Online surveys with civil society organisations, distributed to selected organisations working
with women and girls across all six countries covered by the research. The surveys were



available in multiple languages and focused on organisational capacities, funding sources,
experiences with donors and sustainability strategies.

® Online surveys with donor organisations, used to map donor practices, priorities and
constraints in funding women's and feminist organisations in the region.

e Semi-structured interviews and focus groups, conducted with representatives of
organisations and donors, aimed at deepening the findings from the surveys and
understanding the context in which funding decisions are made and implemented.

2.3. Sample and scope of the research

The research sample includes civil society organisations working with women and girls, as well as
donor actors active in the Western Balkans. The research was conducted using a combination of
guantitative and qualitative methods, with different methods engaging different groups of
participants, in line with the contextual and organisational conditions in each country.

The quantitative component of the research includes:

e 45 completed online surveys from civil society organisations working on women's and girls'
rights in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia
e 8 completed online surveys from donor organisations funding women's and feminist
organisations in the region, either directly or through intermediary mechanisms.

The qualitative component of the research includes:

e 11 semi-structured interviews with donors, including those active in the Western Balkans
and funding civil society organisations either directly or in cooperation with the Ecumenical
Women's Initiative
one focus group with donors from Serbia and Croatia

e one focus group with civil society organisations from Montenegro
one semi-structured interview with civil society organisations from Kosovo, conducted in
place of a planned focus group due to limited participant availability at the scheduled time

e one regional focus group with civil society organisations from Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Croatia and Serbia.

All focus groups and interviews were conducted online. In cases where a focus group could not be
carried out in the planned format, the method was adapted to ensure the participation of relevant
actors and the collection of qualitative data, without compromising the research objectives.

Data collection took place between October and December 2025. The online surveys remained open
until mid-November, while interviews and focus groups were conducted in parallel through to early
December, depending on participants' availability.

Participants were selected purposively, focusing on organisations and donors with relevant
experience in funding for women's and girls' rights in the region. The sample is not statistically
representative, but it provides in-depth insight into funding patterns, experiences of defunding,
structural barriers, and adaptation strategies in a context of intensifying political and financial
pressures. In addition, overlap in the sample between the civil society organisation surveys and the
focus groups enabled a
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comparison between how organisations respond in structured survey formats and how they
articulate these experiences in group discussions.

2.4. Ethical considerations, anonymity and research limitations

Given the politically sensitive nature of the issues addressed, particular attention was paid to ethical
considerations and the protection of participants. All organisations and donors participated
voluntarily, based on informed consent, and the data were analysed and presented to prevent the
identification of individual organisations or persons.

Anonymity was especially important in discussions concerning funding, defunding, political pressures
and internal organisational capacities, where attributing statements publicly could pose
reputational, financial or security risks to participants.

The research limitations include reliance on self-reported data, uneven representation of countries
within the sample, and a relatively limited number of donors participating in the research. These
limitations were taken into account in interpreting the findings and do not diminish their analytical
value, while clearly defining their scope and context of application. The research does not aim to
provide a statistically representative mapping of the entire sector; rather, it offers an analytically
grounded understanding of structural funding patterns and their effects on organisations operating
in the most exposed parts of the system.

3. Profile of civil society organisations included in the research

3.1. Organisational status and years of cooperation

A total of 45 women's and girls' civil society organisations from six Western Balkan countries
participated in the research. The largest share of organisations is from Bosnia and Herzegovina (20),
followed by Serbia (9), North Macedonia (8) and Croatia (7), while one organisation is from
Montenegro.

All organisations included in the survey are formally registered civil society organisations. The sample
does not include informal initiatives, collectives or ad hoc groups, which suggests that formally
registered actors continue to account for the largest share of available funding, visibility and research
coverage. At the same time, this suggests that informal and less institutionalised initiatives remain
underrepresented in both donor funding flows and research of this kind.

An analysis of founding years indicates a sector characterised by long-term continuity, but also by
visible generational differences across countries. Organisations in Bosnia and Herzegovina show the
widest range (from the mid-1990s to 2021), with a median year of establishment around 2004. More
than half of the organisations in Bosnia and Herzegovina were established before 2010, pointing to
a relatively stable and long-standing network of women's organisations shaped in the post-conflict
and transitional period.

In Serbia, the profile is different: most organisations were established after 2010, with a median year
of establishment around 2010. This suggests a strong wave of more recent initiatives and
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organisations emerging in the context of shifting donor priorities, the strengthening of feminist and
human rights discourse, and an increasingly unstable political environment.

North Macedonia and Croatia display a more concentrated pattern, with most organisations
established between 2000 and 2010. In both countries, these organisations developed in parallel
with processes of European integration and the institutionalisation of civil society. In Croatia, the
sample is notably homogeneous, with no organisations established before 2000 or after 2020.
Although the sample from Montenegro is very small, the year of establishment (2003) aligns with
the broader regional pattern of civil society expansion in the early 2000s.

Overall, the sample shows that women's and girls' organisations in the region are generally not "new"
organisations, but rather actors with long-standing experience, institutional memory and continuity
of work. At the same time, the presence of a significant number of organisations established over
the past decade (particularly in Serbia) points to ongoing sectoral renewal, but also to the potentially
greater exposure of newer organisations to financial and political insecurity.

However, formal status and longevity do not necessarily equate to stability. As the following chapters
demonstrate, a large proportion of these organisations—regardless of how long they have been
established—operate with very limited human and financial capacities, further highlighting the gap
between institutional survival and the actual sustainability of their work.

3.2. Areas of work and thematic focus

The areas of work of organisations included in the research show a high degree of thematic overlap,
alongside clear differences across countries, shaped by local needs, political contexts and available
funding sources. While organisations vary in terms of their target groups and specific methodologies,
a common thread across the region is a strong orientation towards women's human rights as the
basis for their work.

Across the sample as a whole, the largest share of organisations work with women as a
heterogeneous group, confirming the broadly defined mandates of most women's organisations in
the region. At the same time, a significant proportion of organisations focus on working with
survivors of gender-based violence, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and Montenegro.
This pattern points to the persistence and gravity of the problem of violence against women in the
region, as well as to the continued role of women's organisations as key providers of support where
institutional responses are inadequate and/or ineffective.

Bosnia and Herzegovina shows the widest range of target groups. In addition to engaging with
women and survivors of gender-based violence, a significant number of organisations also work with
women and girls in rural areas, highlighting the strong territorial and generational dimensions of
their engagement. This broad scope can be linked to the prolonged post-conflict context, a
decentralised system of public policy, and a strong reliance on local organisations to respond to
diverse community needs.

Serbia displays a combined focus: organisations work simultaneously with women, young
women/girls and minority groups. This pattern points to a strong intersectional dimension, in which
gender issues are closely intertwined with ethnicity, age and social marginalisation. Unlike in Bosnia
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and Herzegovina, a smaller share of organisations in Serbia focus exclusively on survivors of gender-
based violence, while greater emphasis is placed on broader feminist and advocacy work. While an
intersectional approach tends to make organisations more "attractive" to certain donors (for
example, gender-focused work combined with donor priorities related to minority groups), it can
also make them more vulnerable to shifts in funding priorities and donors' strategic decisions.

North Macedonia stands out for the diversity and clear differentiation of target groups. A large
majority of organisations engage with religious and minority communities, alongside significant work
with women with disabilities and young women. Unlike in other countries, none of the organisations
in the North Macedonian sample identified their work as targeting "women in general", suggesting
a highly targeted and specialised approach, often focused on specific communities and identities.
This pattern also reflects the country's complex ethnic, religious, and social context, in which feminist
work often takes the form of mediated, community-based and intercultural engagement.

Organisations in Croatia show a more focused but clearly defined thematic profile. Most commonly,
they engage with women, survivors of violence, and women with disabilities, while work with young
women, minority groups, and women in rural areas is less represented or absent. This profile points
to a concentration around specific forms of social and institutional exclusion, but also to a relatively
stable sector in which thematic areas are well defined and often linked to long-term programmes
and specialised expertise.

Although represented by only one organisation, Montenegro shows a highly focused profile, centred
exclusively on work with women and survivors of gender-based violence. While this finding cannot
be generalised, it is consistent with other parts of the analysis pointing to a relatively narrow scope
of work within the sector and a strong reliance on a small number of core programme areas.

From a thematic perspective, women's human rights constitute the most dominant area of work
across all countries, as expected given the nature of the sample. In Croatia, North Macedonia and
Serbia, almost all organisations identify women's rights as a priority area, while in Bosnia and
Herzegovina this focus is also very strong, though more frequently combined with other thematic
areas. Peace and reconciliation are most visible in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where they carry both
historical and political significance, while in other countries they appear only sporadically or as a
secondary focus.

Ecumenical and interreligious cooperation appears primarily in Bosnia and Herzegovina and, to a
lesser extent, in North Macedonia, while it is less prominent in Croatia and Serbia. The feminist
movement and feminist theology are present to a moderate extent, most notably in Bosnia and
Herzegovina and Serbia, while remaining less visible or on the margins in other countries.

In addition to the categories listed above, organisations identified a range of additional areas of
engagement that fall outside standard classifications, including mental health, support for persons
with disabilities, support for informal caregivers, activities involving children and young people with
developmental difficulties, as well as efforts to combat human trafficking. These responses further
confirm that women's and girls' organisations often operate at the intersection of multiple sectors,
and that rigid thematic categories fail to fully capture the complexity of their work.
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Overall, the findings show that women's and girls' organisations in the region operate both broadly
and in depth: broadly in terms of the range of groups of women and girls they engage with, and in
depth through sustained efforts addressing structures of inequality, violence, and exclusion.
Engagement across such a wide range of areas has direct implications for team workload and working
conditions, which is why the following chapter focuses on the structure of human resources,
including paid, voluntary and unpaid labour.

3.3. Human resources: paid, voluntary and unpaid labour

The survey findings confirm that most women's and girls' organisations in the region are sustained
by small and staff-constrained teams, with a strong reliance on voluntary and unpaid labour. This
organisational structure is neither temporary nor unusual; it represents the dominant model across
almost all countries covered by the research. Particularly striking is the combination of formal
professionalisation (registered organisations, long-standing experience, complex programmes) and
chronic staffing insecurity, in which continuity of work depends on individual commitment, overtime
work, and the personal assumption of risk.

While volunteering is often presented in public discourse as an expression of solidarity and
engagement, in the context of women's and feminist organisations, it increasingly functions as a
substitute for work that remains structurally underfunded. Unpaid and underpaid labour has become
the norm rather than the exception. As a result, responsibility for organisational stability is implicitly
shifted onto staff themselves, while structural funding constraints are obscured by narratives of
resilience and "resourcefulness".

These patterns are consistent with global analyses of feminist funding, which warn that dominant
donor models—particularly short-term and project-based funding—systematically produce
precarious working conditions, the feminisation of insecurity, and high levels of burnout within the
sector. At the same time, emotional labour and the care economy are rarely recognised as legitimate
organisational expenses (AWID, 2025).

Qualitative insights from focus groups and interviews further deepen the understanding of these
findings, illustrating how long-standing professionalism and experience are becoming increasingly
difficult to sustain under precarious working conditions:

"We have found ourselves in a situation where, after thirty years of work, we are once again
volunteering, just as we did at the beginning. The difference now is that we
Understand how unsustainable that is in the long run."

(focus group, civil society organisation)

Staff experiences within these organisations point to a clear and ongoing tension between the
professional demands of their work and the conditions in which it is carried out. The normalisation
of unpaid labour and excessive workloads as part of organisational life has long-term implications
for staff retention, knowledge transfer, and organisational continuity, and, in turn, affects the
quality of services and support provided to target groups, as well as local community development
and the ability to address real needs within those communities.
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3.4. Operational capacities and administrative infrastructure

The operational capacity of civil society organisations included in the research is generally limited
and concentrated within small teams, without well-developed administrative, organisational, or
financial buffer mechanisms. Organisations often operate with a minimal number of paid staff, who
are simultaneously responsible for programme delivery, administration, financial management, and
public advocacy. In such conditions, administrative tasks become one of the main bottlenecks to
organisational stability.

In practice, administrative infrastructure is not a neutral "background" to organisational activity; it is
a fundamental condition for all other work. Without basic administrative functions—such as
accounting, budget monitoring, reporting, legal compliance and a minimum level of staffing—it is
not possible to implement projects, provide community-based support or carry out advocacy
processes. However, across surveys and interviews, organisations repeatedly highlight a persistent
gap between donor requirements and the resources available for administrative work. This gap is
reflected not only in workload, but also in how work is organised and carried out: the same small
teams or individuals take on multiple roles, administrative tasks are performed outside working
hours, while strategic development, staff well-being, and safety considerations are systematically
postponed. Participants described how writing and reporting have become a constant part of their
work, rather than a periodic phase of the project cycle, gradually exhausting teams and reducing the
space for community-based work and political advocacy.

“In reality, we are constantly writing. We write to secure funding, we write to justify it, we write to
prove that we exist. And all of this is done by the same small team."
(focus group, civil society organisation)

Findings from the survey and interviews indicate that procedural complexity, language barriers and
co-financing requirements often function as selection mechanisms favouring administratively
stronger actors. In focus groups, this was articulated very directly: smaller organisations often lack
the capacity to manage complex applications and extensive reporting requirements independently,
meaning that access to larger funding mechanisms remains mediated through bigger organisations
or networks. Against this backdrop, responsibility for "not accessing"” funding is often
individualised, even though the issue lies in the design of the system itself.

Organisations further describe public funding as fragmented and politically sensitive, characterised
by short-term calls for proposals that are not aligned across different levels of government. They
report experiences with "micro-grants" that are insufficient to cover basic operational costs or build
organisational infrastructure yet still require full administrative compliance and reporting. Some
organisations also point to challenges related to funding criteria, decision-making practices and local
power dynamics, which further increase the administrative and political risks associated with their
work.

These findings are consistent with global and regional analyses of feminist funding, which have long
warned that short-term, project-tied and tightly earmarked funding models increase operational
pressure and shift risk onto organisations themselves. In practice, this translates into pressure being
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borne by small teams and, disproportionately, by women's labour. For example, recent analyses of
funding for women's movements by AWID highlight that restrictive and short-term funding
structures undermine long-term planning, weaken organisational development, and increase the
vulnerability of organisations operating in politically unstable contexts (AWID, 2025).

In conclusion, operational capacity and administrative infrastructure within this sample remain a site
of day-to-day struggle for organisational sustainability. In conditions shaped by small teams, multiple
roles, and high procedural demands, organisations sustain continuity through a combination of
professionalism, overwork, and solidarity.

3.5. Financial structure and levels of stability

The financial structure of organisations included in the research shows a high degree of instability,
fragmentation and reliance on project-based funding, regardless of country of operation or
organisational longevity. Although the sample consists of formally registered organisations with long-
standing experience, survey data clearly indicate that institutional maturity does not necessarily
correspond to financial stability. Rather than relying on long-term and predictable funding sources,
most organisations operate by combining multiple short-term and narrowly defined funding streams,
which places significant constraints on their ability to plan and build sustainability.

Across the sample, feminist funds emerge as the most consistent source of funding in all countries
covered by the research. Their presence is reported by 100% of organisations in Serbia, 87.5% in
North Macedonia, 75% in Bosnia and Herzegovina, and 71.4% in Croatia. These data confirm the
critical role of feminist funds in sustaining the work of women's and girls' organisations, particularly
in the context of politically sensitive issues and shrinking civic space. However, while they are
essential for the survival of many organisations, their role is not sufficient to compensate for the
structural weaknesses of the broader donor system, nor to ensure the sector's long-term financial
stability.

These findings are further contextualised by interviews with donors, which indicate that the
concentration of funding in politically exposed contexts is not the result of organisational quality
assessments, but rather of how donor institutions manage political and reputational risk. Donors
describe how the rise of anti-gender narratives, shrinking civic space and political polarisation restrict
the space for funding feminist and advocacy work, particularly within larger and more institutional
donor structures. In such conditions, funding is rarely cut off outright but is gradually restricted
through redefining what is considered "acceptable" in terms of themes and formats, which in
practice leads to increased reliance on a smaller group of donors willing to assume political and
institutional risk.

EU funding is present in most countries, though with marked differences: it is reported by 87.5% of
organisations in North Macedonia, 71.4% in Croatia, 55.6% in Serbia, and 40% in Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Despite its relatively wide presence, EU funding typically constitutes only a low or
moderate share of total income and rarely has a stabilising effect. This confirms that the availability
of EU funds does not automatically translate into financial stability, particularly for smaller
organisations with more limited administrative capacity.
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Funding from local government represents an additional, but highly context-dependent, source of
support. It is reported by 75% of organisations in North Macedonia, 65% in Bosnia and Herzegovina,
44.4% in Serbia, and 28.6% in Croatia. However, organisations describe these funds as short-term,
fragmented and politically sensitive, which significantly limits their role in long-term planning and
organisational stability.

From a country perspective, Bosnia and Herzegovina shows the highest level of diversification of
funding sources within the sample. Organisations in Bosnia and Herzegovina combine feminist funds,
regional funds (60%), local government funding (65%) and national public funding (60%), alongside
EU funding and private foundations. However, this diversity of funding sources does not translate
into stability, as funding is spread across multiple smaller grants that are not aligned over time.

Serbia displays the most uniform, but also the most vulnerable, funding structure, centred around
three dominant pillars: feminist funds (100%), regional funds (55.6%) and EU funding (55.6%). While
this structure is relatively clear, it is also highly susceptible to political and donor-driven changes,
resulting in pronounced volatility in funding flows.

North Macedonia and Croatia show a moderate level of diversification, with EU funding and feminist
funds as the dominant sources, while private and corporate funding remain marginal. In both
countries, there is a lack of stronger institutional or multi-year funding that could provide a stabilising
effect.

Montenegro, represented by a single organisation in the sample, shows an extreme concentration
of funding sources: 100% of funding comes from national public bodies and intermediary
mechanisms, with no diversification, indicating a high level of dependence on a very limited number
of actors.

Data on funding source trends further confirm the sector's instability. In Bosnia and Herzegovina,
45% of organisations report an increase in funding, while 20% note the emergence of new funding
sources. At the same time, 15% report a decrease, and 10% indicate the complete loss of certain
funding streams. This simultaneous growth and loss of funding points to a high degree of
fragmentation, where new sources emerge without ensuring continuity.

Serbia stands out for the pronounced polarisation of funding trends: almost equal shares of
organisations report increase and decrease in funding, while none report stability, indicating high
volatility and a lack of continuity. Croatia shows a relatively more favourable pattern, with 57.1% of
organisations reporting an increase in funding, 14.3% a decrease, and 14.3% stability, suggesting a
limited but fragile continuity. North Macedonia records the highest level of stability (50%), but
without the emergence of new funding sources, while Montenegro shows a fully static pattern, with
100% stability and no growth.

Despite occasional increases in funding, organisations rarely describe their financial situation as
stable. Stability is most often reduced to "short-term survival", rather than the ability to plan over
the long term, invest in organisational development, or build financial reserves. As a result, long-
term sustainability remains the exception rather than the rule, even in contexts with a higher degree
of diversification of funding sources.
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4. Donor landscape and funding flows

4.1. Types of donors present in the region

Analysis of survey data from civil society organisations indicates that the donor landscape for
women's and girls' organisations in the region can be grouped into four main categories: feminist
funds, regional funds and regranting mechanisms, national and local public bodies, and international
and bilateral donors. These categories differ in terms of flexibility, the time horizons of support, and
the degree of political sensitivity of the issues they are willing to fund.

e Feminist funds represent the most consistent and, for many organisations, the most reliable
source of funding. Their importance lies in their continuity, understanding of local contexts,
and willingness to support organisations working on politically sensitive issues, including
gender-based violence, the rights of marginalised groups, and advocacy. In the context of
shrinking civic space, feminist funds remain one of the few funding sources consistently
accessible to organisations addressing politically sensitive issues, regardless of their size or
level of institutionalisation.

e Regional funds and regranting mechanisms play an important intermediary role in
channelling resources to local and grassroots organisations. They often enable access to
funding for organisations that lack the administrative capacity to apply directly to large
international calls for proposals. At the same time, this model introduces additional layers of
contracting, reporting, and alignment with the requirements of upstream donors.

e National and local public bodies represent a highly heterogeneous and politically sensitive
source of funding. In some contexts, they form a significant part of organisations' financial
structures, while in others they remain marginal or unstable. These funds are typically short-
term, project-based, and closely tied to shifting political priorities, making them time-bound
and dependent on changing political and budget cycles.

e International and bilateral donors, including EU funding and bilateral programmes, continue
to constitute a significant share of the donor landscape in the region. However, their funding
is generally accompanied by complex administrative requirements, co-financing obligations,
and tightly defined thematic priorities, which limit accessibility for smaller organisations with
more constrained staffing capacity. While significant in terms of overall funding volume, their
accessibility and operational relevance for smaller organisations remain limited.

The donor survey shows that organisations funding women's and girls' organisations in the region
define themselves through a range of institutional forms. Participants identified as feminist
foundations, private foundations, international organisations, non-governmental organisations
(including civic organisations - foundations), and public institutions.

This diversity of organisational forms points to a heterogeneous donor landscape but does not
necessarily imply differences in funding models or levels of flexibility, as also confirmed by findings
from other parts of the research.
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4.2. Levels of operation and geographic scope

The level at which donors operate, and their geographic reach strongly shape the availability of
funding, the conditions attached to it, and the degree of autonomy of women's and girls'
organisations. The findings show that organisations in the region rely simultaneously on local,
national, regional, and international funding sources, but these sources rarely work together in a
coordinated way. Instead, funding flows tend to run in parallel, with limited coordination and little
continuity over time, making it difficult to build a stable financial structure.

Local-level funding, including funding from municipalities and cities, is generally the closest to
immediate community needs, but also the most limited in terms of scale and duration. Organisations
describe local funding as short-term and fragmented, often tied to individual activities or annual calls
for proposals, without the possibility of long-term planning or covering core operational costs. While
local funding can play an important symbolic and legitimising role, its contribution to overall
organisational stability remains limited.

National-level donor funding provides larger amounts but is characterised by a high degree of
political and procedural uncertainty. Organisations report that national funding is often allocated
through project-based calls with shifting priorities and inconsistent criteria, which undermines
continuity of work, particularly in areas that are politically sensitive or subject to ideological
contestation. In this context, national-level funding serves as a supplementary or intermittent source
of funding.

Regional-level funding, most commonly channelled through funds and regranting mechanisms
covering multiple Western Balkan countries, represents an important pathway to funding,
particularly for smaller organisations with more limited administrative capacity. Regional
mechanisms often allow for greater sensitivity to specific contexts and the exchange of experiences
among organisations, but at the same time transmit the constraints of higher-level funding, including
project timelines, thematic restrictions and reporting requirements. As a result, while the regional
level may mitigate some access barriers, it rarely ensures long-term financial security.

The international level, including EU funding and bilateral programmes, provides the largest volume
of funding, but also entails the most demanding administrative and procedural requirements. For
many organisations in the sample, this level remains difficult to access without the mediation of
larger organisations, networks or funds. While regranting enables access to certain resources for a
broader range of organisations, the strategies, priorities and modes of operation of primary funders
are often not aligned with local needs and capacities, while the implementation and operational
burden is concentrated on organisations on the ground. As a result, funding flows in the region tend
to operate in parallel, without coordination or cumulative effect.

4.3. Funding models

Analysis of the data collected through the research shows that the financial instability of
organisations cannot be accounted for solely by the level of available funding, but rather by the types
and underlying logics of the financial instruments that shape the donor landscape. Quantitative
survey data, together with insights from focus groups and interviews with organisations and donors,
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point to a strong convergence in how these challenges are understood, alongside clear differences
in the positions from which they are experienced.

The donor perspective confirms the findings of civil society organisations regarding the dominance
of project-based support. In donor surveys, project grants are identified as the most common form
of funding, while multi-year and institutional support appear less frequently and are typically tied to
specific programmes or thematic funding lines. This pattern is present across different types of donor
institutions and reflects a format that enables operation within existing administrative and budgetary
frameworks.

For most organisations included in the research, project-based funding is not just one source among
many, but the primary mechanism for survival. Organisations report that most of their income
comes from short-term project grants that are poorly aligned over time and fragmented across
themes, which directly limits their ability to plan and maintain stable teams. Donors acknowledge
these effects in interviews but describe the project-based model as a result of their own institutional
constraints, including budget cycles, administrative rules, and requirements for measurability, with
limited room to deviate from this framework.

Multi-year and institutional support do exist but remain limited in both scope and form. According
to survey data, 37.8% of organisations have received multi-year funding, while 60% report some form
of institutional support. However, qualitative findings indicate that such support most often takes
the form of programme-based or partially institutional funding tied to predefined activities, and far
less frequently involves flexible core funding that covers the organisation's overall work. As a result,
these funding streams rarely enable long-term stability or strategic planning, particularly in the areas
of feminist and advocacy work. Donors confirm that institutional funding requires a higher level of
trust and political backing, which is why it remains the exception within a system oriented towards
projects and measurable results.

Urgent and rapid funding serves as a corrective mechanism in emergency situations, including
security threats, political pressures and sudden funding cuts. Organisations describe such funding as
important in moments of crisis, but insufficient to compensate for the absence of stable and
predictable funding sources. Donors confirm that these funds are not intended as a core funding
model, and their increasing use points to deeper structural weaknesses within the support system.

When compared, the perspectives of organisations and donors align closely in identifying key
challenges: the dominance of project-based funding, the limited reach of multi-year and institutional
support, and the growing fragmentation of work. The difference, however, lies not in how these
challenges are diagnosed, but in the capacity to act. It is precisely for this reason that the following
chapter examines in greater detail how the dominance of project-based funding shapes
organisational practices, capacities and the long-term sustainability of women's and girls'
organisations.

4.4. How funding reaches grassroots organisations

Funding rarely reaches women's and girls' organisations in the region through direct or linear
pathways; instead, it is typically channelled through multi-layered and intermediary funding routes.
This pattern is evident in both quantitative survey data and qualitative accounts, with organisations
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describing funding flows as fragmented, poorly aligned over time, and heavily shaped by
administrative and political criteria.

Survey data indicate that direct access to large international or bilateral donors is limited to a smaller
group of organisations, typically those with stronger administrative capacities, long-standing
international partnerships, or prior experience managing larger grants. For most grassroots
organisations—particularly those that are locally rooted and operate with small teams—funding is
most often accessed through intermediary mechanisms, including regional funds, feminist funds and
regranting programmes.

The survey data further show that feminist funds and regional regranting mechanisms are the most
commonly used funding streams among grassroots organisations included in the research. Feminist
funds are present as a source of funding for the majority of organisations across all countries
covered—ranging from 71.4% in Croatia to 100% in Serbia—making them the only donor type with
consistent presence across the entire sample. Regional funds and regranting mechanisms are also
widely represented, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina (60%) and Serbia (55.6%), and are more
frequently accessed by organisations with a local focus and more limited administrative capacity.

Qualitative accounts further indicate that how funding is delivered has a strong impact on stability
over time and the continuity of work. Regranting and project-based funding streams often involve
short cycles, delays in disbursement, and gaps between projects, forcing organisations to continually
"shift" between funding sources and adapt their work to available calls. In such conditions, funding
is not perceived as stable support, but rather as a temporary opportunity requiring continuous
administrative and emotional investment.

It should be noted that donors themselves do not describe these patterns as the result of individual
choices, but as a consequence of the broader funding structures, in which regranting and
intermediary arrangements are often the only viable way to reach local organisations. Donor surveys
and interviews indicate that such models are shaped by institutional rules, budget cycles and the
limited administrative capacities of donors themselves. However, as organisational experiences
show, this system simultaneously produces hierarchies among actors, increases the dependence of
grassroots organisations on intermediaries, and limits their ability to plan over the long term.

Intermediated funding patterns enable the survival of a large part of the sector, but at the same time
reproduce fragmentation, short-termism and power imbalances, which are examined further in the
following chapter on the role of intermediaries and the effects of multi-layered funding.

4.5. The role of intermediaries and the effects of multi-layered funding

Intermediaries play a crucial yet ambivalent role in the donor ecosystem of women's and girls'
organisations in the Western Balkans. The findings show that, without these actors, a large
proportion of locally rooted and politically exposed organisations would struggle to access funding,
particularly where they lack the capacity to manage complex applications and large grants. In this
sense, intermediaries often act as "translators" between donor procedures and the realities of work
on the ground: they reduce certain barriers, make funding criteria more accessible, and create space
for issues that larger donors are less likely to fund.
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At the same time, regranting produces structural effects that constrain the autonomy and long-term
stability of grassroots organisations. When funding passes through multiple intermediary layers,
organisations are more likely to face parallel reporting requirements, additional deadlines, and the
need to comply with rules that are not rooted in the local context. Participants in focus groups and
interviews describe often being positioned at the end of the funding chain: they assume
implementation, reputational and security risks, while having limited influence over the strategic
design of programmes. As a result, even where intermediaries are supportive and politically aligned
with organisations, hierarchies are reproduced between those who define the frameworks and those
bearing the operational burden.

Donors involved in the research confirm that regranting models are used selectively and in specific
circumstances. Survey data show that some organisations operate as regranting mechanisms by
definition, while others use regranting on a more ad hoc basis, most often to enable access to funding
for smaller or locally rooted organisations.

Interviews further highlight that, in such cases, intermediary organisations take on additional
administrative and operational responsibilities, while the underlying conditions of funding remain
unchanged. The donor perspective thus confirms that regranting expands the reach of funding while
also reproducing existing structural patterns of responsibility.

This pattern is also consistent with global analyses of feminist funding, which suggest that
intermediary arrangements, while often necessary, tend to reinforce existing power imbalances and
contribute to the fragmentation of organisational work through complex chains of accountability and
reporting (AWID, 2025). The effects of intermediation are therefore not a matter of "good" or "bad"
intermediaries, but of the very structure of the system: funding may reach the ground, but often
without the conditions needed to support stability, autonomy, and long-term planning.

In conclusion, intermediaries function both as an infrastructure of survival and as a symptom of
structural misalignment within the donor system. It is precisely for this reason that the following
chapter examines the dominance of project-based funding and its effects on organisational practices,
capacities and sustainability.

5. Project logic as the dominant funding regime

5.1. Funding activities rather than organisations

One of the most striking, yet expected, research findings is the systematic orientation of donor
practices towards funding individual activities and projects, rather than organisations as a whole.
This pattern is confirmed by both quantitative and qualitative data and is evident across all national
samples included in the research.

The findings show that donors are far more likely to cover project and programme activities than
core organisational costs. Across all countries covered, a consistent pattern emerges: costs directly
linked to the implementation of specific activities are most often fully or largely covered, while costs
such as staff salaries outside project periods, administration, office rent, investment in organisational
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development, and staff safety and wellbeing are far less frequently covered in full and are often only
partially covered or not covered at all.

This finding is further reinforced by responses to questions on dominant funding models. The
majority of organisations across all national samples identify project-based funding as the primary
or dominant form of support, while multi-year and institutional funding appear less frequently and
are typically limited in scope. This confirms that project grants constitute the primary framework
within which organisations plan and carry out their work.

Qualitative findings from focus groups and interviews further clarify how this funding model
translates into everyday organisational practice. Participants consistently emphasise that project
grants rarely cover the actual costs of running organisations. Salaries, administration, coordination,
staff care, security-related aspects of work, and investment in long-term organisational development
remain outside the dominant funding framework, while organisations are still expected to maintain
high levels of professionalism, visibility and measurable results.

As a result, projects are perceived as a series of time-bound commitments that must be continuously
"pieced together" in order to sustain continuity of work. Organisations describe a day-to-day reality
in which they implement multiple projects in parallel, each with different timelines, rules and
reporting requirements, without a realistic possibility of using these projects to secure team stability
or support strategic development.

This funding pattern has direct implications for the sustainability of the women's and girls'
organisation sector. Funding activities rather than organisations systematically shifts the risk of
instability onto the very organisations and their staff. In this sense, the dominance of project-based
funding constitutes a key structural factor shaping working conditions, levels of exhaustion and
organisational resilience.

Donors interviewed recognise that funding activities rather than organisations has long-term
consequences for the stability of the sector. At the same time, they emphasise that this approach is
deeply embedded in donor procedures. Funding specific activities is described as administratively
and politically justifiable, while long-term investment in organisations as a whole is perceived as
significantly more difficult to justify within existing institutional frameworks. The gap between donor
practices and the needs of civil society organisations is therefore not a result of a failure to recognise
the problem.

5.2. Administrative burden and fragmentation of work

Survey data show that project-based funding in practice generates a significant administrative
burden for most organisations in the region. Across all national samples, a consistent pattern
emerges in which organisations manage multiple projects simultaneously, often of short duration
and with differing administrative requirements, increasing the complexity of work and fragmenting
day-to-day processes. It is important to emphasise that this administrative burden stems from the
very structure of the funding system, which organises projects as parallel, disconnected, and
administratively demanding units, with little cumulative effect on organisational stability. In its more
extreme forms—sometimes colloquially referred to as "administrative violence" —this burden is
characterised by a prioritisation of form over substance, the production of documentation as an
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end in itself, and donor requirements that are not always aligned with operational realities, but
instead reflect high levels of bureaucratisation as a safeguard against the non-transparent use of
funds.

Quantitative findings confirm that administrative and management costs—such as financial
management, reporting, coordination and general operational functions—are only partially covered
in a large proportion of organisations. Compared to programme activities, these costs are
significantly underfunded, resulting in administrative work being spread across multiple projects or
remaining uncovered altogether.

This funding structure does not mean that projects themselves are ineffective or unnecessary. On
the contrary, for most organisations they are the primary—and often the only—means of ensuring
operational continuity.

This pattern particularly affects smaller, locally rooted organisations with limited staffing capacity,
which are unable to employ dedicated administrative staff. In practice, project-based funding
continues to shape how most organisations in the region operate.

5.3. Projects as a source of strain rather than capacity building

Although most organisations in the sample implement projects on an ongoing basis and often
manage several in parallel, survey data show that these funding patterns rarely lead to the
strengthening of core organisational capacities. Costs that are critical for long-term stability—such
as organisational development, strategic planning, building financial reserves, and sustained
investment in staff—are typically only partially covered or not covered at all. This confirms that
project-based funding, even when continuous, does not create the conditions for resource
accumulation; instead, it keeps organisations operating at a constant baseline level.

Qualitative findings further indicate that projects rarely contribute to building organisational
knowledge and resilience beyond the duration of individual grants. Organisations describe how,
once a project ends, the cycle often closes without the possibility of carrying lessons forward into
more stable structures of work, as new projects bring new priorities, alongside their own
administrative demands and timelines. Rather than enabling gradual capacity-building, work
unfolds through repeated cycles of adaptation, where energy is directed towards meeting
requirements rather than developing long-term organisational strategies.

"Every project comes with new demands, but we remain the same small team. There is no space to
really grow—only to get through another cycle."
(focus group, CSO)

In this sense, projects are not in themselves perceived as the problem; rather, they are seen as a
necessary—and often the only available—means of funding organisational work. However, the
dominant project-based funding structures rarely allow individual projects to "add up" to greater
stability or stronger organisations. The result is a structural constraint on growth, leaving
organisations effectively locked into the same capacity level, regardless of their experience,
visibility or the number of activities they have delivered.
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5.4. The impact of project-based funding on strategic planning

The findings indicate that strategic planning takes place within a highly constrained and reactive
framework. Survey responses and qualitative interviews show that long-term goals do exist but are
rarely linked to predictable funding sources. Rather than strategy guiding funding, the reverse is
often the case in practice: available projects and calls for proposals shape priorities, pace of work,
and planning horizons. As a result, strategy ceases to function as a tool for development and instead
becomes a document of ongoing adaptation.

Qualitative insights further show that project-based funding fragments strategic thinking across
themes and funding cycles, rather than bringing it together into a coherent whole. Organisations
describe being compelled to think in short timeframes—from one call to the next—which makes it
difficult to make decisions about team development, investment in infrastructure, or long-term
advocacy goals. In this context, strategic planning does not disappear, but it loses its transformative
function: it serves more to maintain continuity under unstable conditions than to guide
organisational growth and change.

6. Defunding: patterns, experiences and impacts

6.1. Defunding patterns

Participants' experiences point to three dominant patterns through which defunding manifests:

e The first pattern involves the withdrawal of major international donors or the closure of
regional programmes, which have cascading effects on intermediary funds and local
organisations. In focus groups, this process is clearly associated with the withdrawal of
USAID, alongside the simultaneous reduction or discontinuation of support from other
bilateral donors, leaving organisations without key funding sources within a very short
timeframe.

e The second pattern concerns the reduction or narrowing of public funding streams,
particularly those supporting the provision of social and protection services. Qualitative
findings indicate that, in some cases, funding amounts are reduced multiple times over, while
expectations placed on organisations—especially regarding the duration and scope of
services—remain unchanged. As a result, responsibility for maintaining services is shifted
onto organisations without adequate financial backing.

e The third pattern is described by participants as an "invisible cut": funding formally continues
to exist but becomes inaccessible for politically sensitive areas such as feminist advocacy,
reproductive rights, or work with marginalised groups. Rather than being openly
discontinued, funding is restricted through the narrowing of criteria and the redefinition of
"acceptable" activities, gradually but systematically shrinking the space for action.

Donors included in the research confirm that decisions to withdraw funding or close programme
lines are often made at levels beyond the regional context, without provision for phased transitions
or buffer mechanisms for organisations on the ground.
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6.2. A system without financial buffers: absence of reserves

One of the key structural findings of the research concerns the absence of financial reserves among
civil society organisations. The survey included a direct question: "Do you have financial reserves
(savings / emergency funds)?" The responses clearly show that the vast majority of organisations
included in the research have no form of financial reserves.

This finding carries significant analytical weight, as this is the only survey question that directly
addresses the existence of an economic 'buffer'. Given that the responses are binary (yes / no), the
data do not allow for an assessment of the size or duration of reserves, but they clearly indicate that
organisations generally lack the means to bridge periods of delay, interruption or loss of funding. In
other words, financial stability does not rest on accumulated reserves but solely on a continuous
inflow of project-based funding.

In such a context, defunding—whether through donor withdrawal, reduced funding levels, or shifting
priorities—does not operate as a gradual adaptation, but produces immediate and tangible effects.
In open-ended survey responses, organisations frequently describe working in short-term cycles,
with no ability to plan beyond the duration of the current project and a constant need to secure
the next source of funding. The absence of financial buffers helps explain why changes in the donor
environment quickly and directly translate into impacts on salaries, scope of work and the
availability of services, and why organisations have little room for planned adaptation or strategic
responses to financial shocks.

7. Accessibility of funding and structural barriers

This chapter shifts the focus from the question of who provides funding and how the funds are
distributed to the question of who has actual access to those funds, under what conditions, and with
what implications. The analysis is based on quantitative data from civil society organisation surveys,
which allow for comparison of barriers across countries and funding types, as well as on qualitative
insights from focus groups and interviews, which translate these barriers into the everyday
experiences of organisations.

7.1. Administrative and procedural barriers

Administrative and procedural barriers emerge in the research as one of the key factors limiting
access to funding, particularly in the context of applying for EU and international or bilateral funds.
Access to EU funding can be seen as a reference point in this regard, as it is in this context that such
barriers are most visible and most readily identified and articulated. Quantitative survey data show
that the complexity of the funding system is perceived as an actual reason for not applying to larger
funding schemes. Specifically, 31.1% of organisations report that application procedures are too
complex, while 28.9% identify co-financing requirements as a barrier in accessing EU funding.

The issue of co-financing is further burdened by the absence of institutional support: 17.8% of
organisations report limited or no access to national co-financing mechanisms, meaning that
organisations are expected to contribute financially without having realistic means to do so. As a

26



result, access to funding is conditioned not only by the quality of project proposals but also by pre-
existing financial capacity, which many organisations lack.

Although only a small proportion of organisations (8.9%) directly cite reporting requirements as a
reason for not applying, qualitative findings from focus groups indicate that administrative burden
has cumulative effects in practice. Small teams are required to manage both programme delivery
and administrative tasks in parallel, meaning that complex and lengthy application processes
function as a selection mechanism favouring administratively stronger actors, while smaller and
locally rooted organisations remain excluded.

7.2. Language, application deadlines and capacity

In addition to administrative and procedural requirements, the accessibility of funding is further
constrained by language barriers, application deadlines, and the actual capacity of organisations to
engage in demanding application processes. These factors continue to overlap and reinforce one
another throughout the research, particularly in the context of small teams and the absence of
financial reserves.

Although application deadlines were not included as a separate quantitative question in the survey,
their significance emerges clearly from the combination of other findings. Short application
deadlines, coupled with complex forms and extensive documentation, create time pressures in
practice that small teams struggle to absorb. In contexts where the same individuals simultaneously
carry out programme, administrative and advocacy work, applying for complex funding calls often
requires temporarily suspending regular activities or taking on additional unpaid work—both of
which organisations recognise as unsustainable in the long term.

7.3. Why organisations do not apply for EU and global funds

The findings show that non-application to EU and other large international funding programmes is a
widespread practice among organisations in the region. Quantitative data point to marked
differences across countries: while most organisations in Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina have
applied to EU funding at least once, the share of applicants is significantly lower in Serbia, and in
North Macedonia and Montenegro applications are rare or absent altogether.

The reasons for not applying, as reported by organisations in the survey, directly build on the barriers
analysed above. The complexity of application procedures (31.1%), high co-financing requirements
(28.9%), and limited or non-existent access to national co-financing mechanisms (17.8%) emerge as
key factors discouraging organisations from applying. These findings clearly show that decisions not
to apply are based on an assessment of feasibility in relation to available resources.

Qualitative insights further confirm that organisations make this decision pragmatically. In the
context of small teams, the absence of financial reserves, and ongoing administrative burden,
applying for complex and lengthy funding calls represents a high-risk undertaking: a significant
investment of time and labour without any guarantee of success, with the additional risk of
undermining ongoing work with beneficiaries or the delivery of existing programmes. Within this
research, non-application is thus understood as a rational strategy for managing limited capacities,
rather than a lack of ambition, knowledge or professionalism.
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Donor organisations included in the research report to understand why smaller organisations often
do not apply for EU and other larger, more demanding funding calls. In interviews, they emphasise
that decisions not to apply stem from a realistic assessment of administrative burden and risk, rather
than from a lack of knowledge or motivation. They also highlight that they, too, operate within a
system that limits their scope to adapt funding conditions, and that, in their own work, they continue
to seek ways to meet, for example, European Commission standards without shifting the burden
onto civil society organisations.

These findings call into question the assumption that the formal availability of funding equates to
actual accessibility. While EU and global funds constitute a significant part of the donor landscape,
their structure and access conditions create a selection effect in practice that systematically excludes
locally rooted women's and girls' organisations, thereby reinforcing and deepening existing
inequalities in organisational capacity and stability.

7.4. Systematic underfunding of core costs

In addition to administrative and procedural barriers, the accessibility of funding is further
constrained by the fact that key organisational costs consistently fall outside funded frameworks.
While project activities are often fully covered, organisations in both surveys and focus groups
consistently report that key costs—such as staff salaries between projects, administration and
financial management, coordination, and investment in organisational development and staff
wellbeing—remain only partially covered or not covered at all. As a result, funding is effectively
reduced to the delivery of activities, while organisational stability is left to the improvisation of
individual teams.

This pattern has direct implications for decisions about whether to apply for funding and the scale of
work organisations can take on. Where applications require additional administrative and time
investment, while failing to cover core operational costs, organisations assess the risks as
outweighing the potential benefits. In the absence of financial reserves, uncovered costs further
increase organisational vulnerability and limit the ability to respond to funding interruptions or shifts
in donor priorities.

These findings are consistent with international analyses of funding for women's and feminist
organisations, which highlight that dominant donor models systematically underfund core costs
while at the same time increasing administrative and delivery requirements. The systemic
underfunding of essential organisational costs is therefore not a secondary technical issue, but a
central mechanism limiting the actual accessibility of funding for a large proportion of women's and
girls' organisations in the region (AWID).

8. Urgent and rapid funding
Urgent and rapid funding represents a special form of donor support designed to enable rapid
responses in emergencies, rather than to ensure long-term organisational stability. It is intended to

support action in situations that cannot be anticipated within regular project or institutional cycles,
where speed of disbursement and flexibility take precedence over duration or scale of funding.
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In the context of women's and girls' organisations, urgent funding is most often used to respond to
acute risks, security threats, political pressures, or short-term advocacy opportunities. Its function is
corrective and interventionist: it enables organisations to protect staff and beneficiaries, maintain a
minimum level of operational continuity, or respond in moments of crisis.

Unlike institutional or multi-year funding, urgent and rapid funding does not serve a stabilising
function. It is not designed to bridge structural funding gaps, build financial reserves, or support long-
term organisational planning. In this sense, it cannot compensate for the absence of systemic
support, nor mitigate the underlying vulnerabilities produced by the dominance of project-based
funding.

Quantitative findings confirm that urgent and rapid funding has a limited reach in the region and is
unevenly accessible. Across the sample, only a proportion of organisations report ever having
accessed this form of support, with significant variation across countries. These data suggest that
urgent funding exists as a mechanism within the donor system but does not operate as a systemic
response to financial instability; rather, it functions as an occasional tool for response in
emergencies.

Within this framework, urgent and rapid funding is understood in this report as an indicator of the
context in which organisations operate—a context that makes the capacity for rapid response
necessary but also points to deeper structural weaknesses in the donor system.

8.1. How urgent and rapid funding is used in practice

Quantitative data show that urgent and rapid funding is used by a minority of organisations, and that
its reach remains limited. Across the sample, approximately half of organisations report having
accessed such funding, with significant differences across countries—from 0% in North Macedonia
to 66.7% in Serbia.

In organisational practice, urgent funding is primarily used for short-term and emergency needs:
responding to sudden funding interruptions, covering security-related costs, ensuring legal and
digital protection, and enabling rapid advocacy responses in politically sensitive moments. Its use is
closely tied to situations where the absence of a rapid response would directly impact people or the
continuity of work.

"These funds do not solve our problems, but they buy us time

so that we do not come to a complete halt.
(focus group, CSO)

Although donors interviewed emphasise that urgent funds are not intended to replace stable
funding, in practice, they increasingly fill gaps left by the absence of long-term support mechanisms.

29



9. Capacity-strengthening: what organisations actually need

9.1. How organisations understand capacity- strengthening

Open-ended survey responses clearly show that organisations do not primarily understand capacity-
strengthening as training or skills development, but rather as the ability to retain staff, ensure team
stability and secure time for strategic work. In the responses, capacity is consistently associated
with organisational security, administrative support, staff care and continuity of work, rather than
with individual skills or short-term knowledge. Such an understanding emerges from the
experience of day-to-day work under fragmented, project-based funding conditions, in which
capacities are depleted faster than they can be built.

Donor surveys and interviews indicate that donors most commonly associate capacity-strengthening
with the development of administrative, financial and managerial skills, including project
management, reporting, and internal procedures. This understanding reflects the requirements of
the donor system, in which organisational reliability and administrative compliance are treated as
essential conditions for accessing funding.

Aspects of capacity-strengthening related to team stability, long-term staff retention, or reducing
workload pressures rarely appear in donor responses, even though their importance is not
contested. This points to a clear divergence between donor and organisational understandings of
capacity.

In several open-ended responses, organisations explicitly emphasise that financial instability is the
key barrier to capacity-strengthening, as it prevents planning and long-term investment in people.
Rather than enabling development, capacity is reduced to maintaining a minimum level of
functioning, often through a combination of overwork, volunteering, and the constant search for
new funding sources. Capacity-strengthening is thus described as a process inextricably linked to
stability, rather than as a separate activity that can simply be "added" to existing programmes.
This is particularly evident in the following response from the open-ended survey questions:

"For us, capacity is not about new training, but about having people who can stay and work, rather

than constantly leaving because we are not sure whether we will have salaries in three months.'
(open-ended survey response, CSO)

Such findings indicate that organisations understand capacity-strengthening as a structural rather
than a technical issue: without stability and basic security, capacity cannot be accumulated, as it
remains in a constant state of depletion.

9.2. Sources of capacity-strengthening beyond donor programmes

Survey findings and qualitative insights show that capacity-strengthening among women's and girls'
organisations in the region largely takes place outside formal donor-funded capacity-strengthening
programmes. In open-ended responses, organisations report that they most often build capacity
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through mutual support, informal networks, long-term experience, self-directed learning, and
sectoral solidarity, rather than through structured programmes.

The role of networks and partnerships stands out in particular as a key source of knowledge,
guidance, and emotional support. Organisations report relying on the exchange of experiences with
peers, informal mentoring, and collective problem-solving, especially in areas such as administration,
financial management, and security. These forms of support often remain invisible within donor
frameworks, even though in practice they form the backbone of organisational resilience. Open-
ended survey responses also make clear that a significant share of capacity is built through unpaid
work and the assumption of personal responsibility, which organisations themselves recognise as
unsustainable in the long term, but currently unavoidable. One organisation summarises this as
follows:

"We have learned the most on our own, through trial and error and through supporting one
another. Donor programmes rarely reflect what we actually need at a given moment."
(open-ended survey response, CSO)

These findings point to a paradox: in practice, capacities are developed precisely where formal
support is absent, while donor-funded capacity-strengthening programmes are often time-limited,
thematically narrow, and poorly aligned with the actual working conditions of organisations. As a
result, responsibility for developing knowledge, resilience, and continuity is systematically shifted
onto organisations themselves and their informal networks, rather than being recognised and
supported as a legitimate area of investment.

9.3. Limitation of conventional capacity-strengthening programmes

The findings suggest that the limitations of conventional capacity-strengthening programmes cannot
be understood in isolation from the working and financial conditions in which organisations operate.
Survey data show that most organisations function with very small teams, with a strong reliance on
volunteer and unpaid labour. In such conditions, participation in training and capacity-strengthening
activities takes place alongside existing responsibilities, without additional human resources.

The limited impact of such programmes is further linked to the absence of financial reserves. Most
organisations report having no savings or emergency funds, meaning there is little scope to
implement activities that require additional time or investment following training. In this context,
newly acquired knowledge is difficult to translate into sustained organisational change.

The dominance of project-based funding, combined with limited access to multi-year and
institutional support, further shapes the context in which capacity-strengthening takes place. As
organisational work unfolds in short-term cycles, training and capacity-strengthening activities
remain misaligned with everyday organisational processes, both over time and across areas of work.
As a result, capacity-strengthening appears as a separate activity, rather than an integral component
of long-term organisational development.
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9.4. Stability as a precondition for capacity

The findings consistently indicate that capacity-strengthening cannot be understood in isolation from
the stability of work and funding. In the context in which women's and girls' organisations operate,
capacity is eroded by structural insecurity that prevents its accumulation. Where organisations
function with small teams, without financial reserves, and within short-term project cycles, capacity
is not built progressively but is instead continuously expended to sustain basic operations.

In this sense, stability is not understood as a "higher stage" of organisational development; rather, it
constitutes a fundamental precondition without which capacity-strengthening remains fragmented
and short-term. Findings from previous chapters show that organisations invest knowledge, time and
energy into maintaining continuity of work, often through unpaid labour, solidarity and support
networks. However, without a minimum level of predictability and security, these efforts cannot be
translated into long-term organisational capacity.

This clearly shifts the focus from the question of how organisations build capacity to the conditions
under which they are expected to do so. Capacity-strengthening thus reflects the broader funding
structures and the distribution of risk within the donor system. It is from this perspective that the
following chapter examines the sustainability of organisational work in unstable contexts.

10. Sustainability in unstable contexts

10.1. How organisations understand sustainability in practice

Survey responses and qualitative findings consistently show that organisations understand
sustainability as the ability to continue operating within short and uncertain time horizons. In
practice, sustainability means retaining at least a minimal number of staff and avoiding repeated
interruptions to work every few months. This understanding is directly linked to the fact that most
organisations lack financial reserves, while their work relies predominantly on short-term project-
based funding.

In such a context, sustainability is not built through long-term planning; rather, it rests on the
continuous reconfiguration of funding sources, responding to the loss and emergence of funds, and
adjusting the scope and type of work to available resources. Data showing the simultaneous growth
and loss of funding sources within the same countries point to the high volatility in which
organisations operate, while differences in access to urgent and rapid funding further demonstrate
that survival strategies are not equally available to all organisations.

Qualitative findings also highlight the clear limits of this model of sustainability. Prolonged operation
under conditions of uncertainty leads to staff exhaustion, turnover, and a narrowing of organisational
work, particularly in more politically demanding areas such as advocacy.

“In our case, sustainability means somehow getting through the next project cycle, not knowing
where we will be in a few years." (focus group, CSO)
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These findings show that sustainability within the current system is structurally shaped by the way
funding, risk, and responsibility are distributed within the donor ecosystem. From this perspective,
the following chapter examines how these structural conditions shape organisations' relationships
with communities and advocacy work—specifically, what is funded in practice and what remains
outside dominant priorities.

11. Community-based work and advocacy: what is funded and what is not

Differences in access to funding are also closely linked to the type of work organisations undertake.
A particularly notable distinction emerges between community-based work (including service
provision and local activities) and advocacy or political work aimed at influencing policies, legislation,
and public discourse.

Across surveys, focus groups, and interviews with civil society organisations, there is a consistent
perception that community-based work is easier to fund, as it is seen as concrete, measurable, and
politically less risky. By contrast, advocacy and feminist political work are often perceived as
sensitive, difficult to measure, and potentially contentious, making them less attractive or accessible
within dominant donor models.

This distinction is not specific to the Western Balkans. International research on funding for women's
rights and feminist organisations highlights a similar pattern globally: work that can be framed as
"service delivery", "community support" or "capacity-strengthening for beneficiaries" tends to have
significantly more stable access to funding than work that directly challenges power structures,

public policies or dominant social narratives (AWID, 2025; CIVICUS, 2024).

In the context of the Western Balkans, this distinction is further reinforced by processes of shrinking
civic space, the rise of anti-gender narratives, and political polarisation around issues of gender
equality. As findings from previous chapters show, organisations engaged in advocacy are, at the
same time, more exposed to political pressures and financial instability, placing them in a particularly
vulnerable position.

Against this backdrop, this chapter examines how the differences between community-based work
and advocacy are reflected in donor practices and in the experiences of organisations. It first
considers the accessibility and patterns of funding for community-based work, before shifting the
focus to advocacy and political work, with particular attention to political sensitivity and patterns of
defunding.

11.1. Support for community-based work

Quantitative survey data show that community-based work is the primary mode of engagement for
women's and girls' organisations included in the research. Across the sample, the largest number of
organisations work with women in general and with women who have experienced gender-based
violence, confirming the sector's strong orientation towards direct support and the provision of local
services.

This profile of work is closely linked to the availability of funding sources. Survey data indicate that
public funding (both local and national), as well as project grants from international and regional
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donors, are more commonly present in the financial structures of organisations engaged in
community-based activities. For example, 65% of organisations in Bosnia and Herzegovina report
receiving funding from local government, which is typically tied to the delivery of specific services
and local programmes.

At the same time, this type of work is also predominantly funded through short-term projects,
without stable institutional support. Most organisations identify project-based funding as their
primary operational model, while access to multi-year or flexible funding remains limited.
Community-based work is therefore relatively more accessible within the donor system, but
continues to be shaped by fragmentation, instability, and pressure on organisational teams.

11.2. Support for advocacy and political work

The findings consistently show that advocacy and political work are significantly more difficult to
fund than community-based work, largely due to the ways in which such activities are recognised
and valued within the donor system. In surveys and qualitative interviews, organisations describe
advocacy as an area that is "harder to explain”, "riskier" and "less desirable" relative to donor
priorities, particularly in the context of short-term and strictly project-tied grants.

Quantitative data indirectly confirm such a perception. Data on funding source trends point to high
volatility—simultaneous growth and loss of funding within the same countries—while stable
institutional or multi-year support remains largely absent. Qualitative findings from focus groups and
interviews indicate that, in such circumstances, advocacy activities are most often postponed, scaled
down or reshaped in order to remain financially viable.

In discussions, organisations frequently describe advocacy as "the first thing to be cut" in situations
of reduced funding or shifting donor priorities. Participants in focus groups also refer to the so-
called "invisible cut", where funding formally remains available, but eligibility criteria are
narrowed in ways that make politically engaged work difficult to fund, even without the formal
discontinuation of programme lines.

Donors involved in the study recognise these tensions, but emphasise their own institutional
constraints, including mandates, political sensitivity, and pressure to maintain "neutrality".
Limitations in funding for advocacy work thus arise from the structural frameworks within which
donor decisions are made, as well as from the political positioning of the institutions themselves.

Donor perspectives further shed light on why funding for advocacy work remains one of the most
unstable and sensitive areas of support. In some interviews, donors explicitly question dominant
funding models, noting that short-term, project-tied support is poorly suited to sustaining long-term
advocacy processes, particularly in politically sensitive contexts. Some donors also speak openly
about the tension between recognising the need for more stable support for advocacy and the
institutional constraints that make such support difficult to implement.

Other donors refer to these same constraints more indirectly, through descriptions of procedures,
responsibilities, and reputational risks associated with funding politically exposed activities. Against
this backdrop, challenges in funding advocacy are rooted in the way donor mechanisms are
structured. In this sense, the donor perspective reinforces the findings of civil society organisations
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that advocacy is often funded in a fragmented and temporary manner, or through intermediary
programmes, further narrowing the space for consistent and long-term feminist engagement.

In conclusion, the findings show that advocacy and political work are structurally less supported
within the current donor system because they do not easily fit into project-based, measurable, and
"safe" funding frameworks. Across surveys and interviews, organisations consistently describe
advocacy as a necessary but financially risky part of their work, often sustained alongside project
activities or through unpaid labour. This pattern is also reflected in international analyses of funding
for women's and feminist organisations, which point to the systematic marginalisation of political
and transformative work within donor portfolios, despite its critical role in driving long-term social
change (AWID, 2025).

12. Thematic priorities and shifts in organisational focus

12.1. Continuity of thematic work despite changes in funding

Survey data indicate a strong continuity in core thematic areas of organisational work, regardless of
changes in the donor environment. Across the entire period observed (2019-2025), the largest
number of organisations report working on women's human rights, supporting women who have
experienced gender-based violence, and engaging in community-based work as the central pillars of
their activities. These findings confirm that organisations strive to maintain continuity in their work
and in their relationships with beneficiaries.

However, qualitative data from focus groups and interviews show that this continuity is often
sustained at the cost of increased pressure on teams and greater fragmentation of work.
Organisations describe how the same thematic areas remain present, but are implemented
through shorter projects, reduced scopes of activity, or through a combination of paid and unpaid
labour. Continuity of work is sustained by organisations' long-term commitment and their sense
of responsibility towards the communities they serve.

Interviews with donors further confirm this dynamic. Donors recognise that issues such as violence
against women and local service provision remain "consistently present" in funding portfolios but
also emphasise that these areas are most often supported through project-based and service-
oriented frameworks, without long-term institutional investment. As a result, formal thematic
continuity is maintained, but without the structural conditions needed to ensure the stability of the
organisations carrying out this work. The continuity of thematic work in the region thus reflects the
resilience of organisations operating within these constraints.

Processes of donor withdrawal and the redirection of funding away from the region have long-term
and cumulative effects on the sustainability of women's and girls' organisations. The conclusion of
programme cycles shifts in geographic and thematic priorities, and the closure of specific funding
streams create financial gaps that are rarely filled to the same extent or under similar conditions.
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12.2 Thematic shifts shaped by funding and political context

Thematic shifts in the work of women's and girls' organisations in the region are not primarily driven
by changing community needs, but by the combined effects of available funding sources and the
broader political context. Quantitative survey data show that organisations continue to focus
predominantly on women's rights, gender-based violence, and direct support for women. However,
the way this work is operationalised is increasingly shaped by donor frameworks that favour
measurable, service-oriented and "non-political" activities. Qualitative insights from focus groups
and interviews confirm that organisations do not abandon advocacy or feminist goals, but often
"translate" them into more acceptable programme formats in order to secure continuity of funding
and reduce political and reputational risk.

At the same time, the political context—marked by the rise of anti-gender narratives, shrinking civic
space, and increasing polarisation—further influences which issues are perceived as risky, and which
are more readily fundable within the donor system. Participants in the research describe a narrowing
of space for explicit feminist advocacy, reproductive rights, and political work, not necessarily
through direct prohibitions, but through shifts in criteria, priorities, and "invisible cuts" in funding. In
such conditions, thematic shifts—as well as shifts in the types of activities implemented—represent
adaptive strategies for survival within a system that simultaneously demands high levels of
professionalism while reducing tolerance for political exposure. These shifts are thus best
understood as symptoms of structural constraints within the donor architecture.

13. Donor perspectives: practices and underlying logics

The previous chapters analysed the experiences of women's and girls' organisations, as well as the
ways in which their work, priorities and capacities are shaped in relation to available funding sources
and the broader political context. This chapter shifts the focus to the donor side of this relationship,
seeking to understand how donors themselves describe their practices, constraints and scope for
action within the current funding system.

Within this research, the donor perspective is not treated as homogeneous or as a single position of
power, but rather as a set of diverse institutional and political roles that nonetheless share certain
common patterns. Drawing on a combination of insights from donor surveys, interviews, and a focus
group, this chapter analyses how donor practices are shaped by institutional mandates, budget
cycles, the political sensitivity of specific issues, and the broader architecture of international
funding.

13.1. How donors describe their funding models

When donors speak about their funding models, project-based funding appears as the default
starting point, largely because it is recognised and legitimised by the system. Projects are, quite
simply, the model that allows funds to be planned, accounted for and managed within predefined
rules.

In donor surveys, project-based support is identified as the primary form of funding: multi-year and
institutional funding appear less frequently and are typically tied to specific programmes or thematic
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areas, rather than to the overall work of organisations. Flexibility and coverage of core costs do exist,
but they are not the norm.

In interviews, donors speak openly about the tension between what they know organisations need
and what they are able to offer. They describe the project-based approach not as ideal, but rather as
a compromise. It enables control and measurability, but is poorly suited to supporting long-term,
political, and often unpredictable work on the ground.

Importantly, the project logic is rarely described as a choice. Donors refer to it as the "language of
the system" in which they operate. Departing from this language requires additional justification,
internal negotiation and the assumption of risks that are not always feasible.

As in the section of the report that examines funding from the perspective of civil society
organisations, the issue here is not individual decision-making by those who control funding, but
the very structure of the system within which those decisions are made.

13.2. Regranting and the structure of donor support

Data from donor surveys clearly distinguish between several funding models. Most donors report
providing direct funding to civil society organisations, without intermediary mechanisms. A smaller
share also use regranting, where it appears either as a core operational model—linked to the
structure of a foundation—or as a context-specific decision shaped by the type of organisations
supported, their level of formalisation, and the local context in which they operate.

In survey responses, regranting is most often associated with the need to include smaller or local
organisations that lack the administrative capacity to manage donor funds directly. Donors note that,
in such cases, intermediary organisations take on the role of administrative support, as well as
responsibility for implementation and reporting. Regranting is thus described as a way of adapting
donor procedures to on-the-ground realities, rather than as a shift in the underlying criteria for
funding.

Importantly, survey responses do not suggest that regranting is seen as a substitute for direct
funding, nor as a long-term solution for sector stability. On the contrary, donors describe it as a
temporary or situational mechanism that extends reach but does not challenge the underlying
structure of project-based funding and accountability. In this sense, regranting functions as a
corrective within the existing system, rather than as an alternative to it.

Donors who use regranting highlight its advantages in reaching local actors and operating in
politically or administratively complex contexts. At the same time, they emphasise the additional
complexity such mechanisms entail, including increased reporting requirements, the transfer of risk,
and heightened expectations placed on intermediary organisations. Regranting thus broadens access
to funding, while concentrating responsibility in a smaller number of actors.

Overall, the structure of donor support remains predominantly oriented towards direct relationships
and project-based funding, with regranting used selectively and in specific contexts. Across both
surveys and interviews, it is recognised as a way of managing systemic constraints, rather than
transforming the system itself.
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13.3. Capacity strengthening: how donors understand it

In donor surveys and interviews, capacity strengthening emerges as an important but relatively
narrowly defined area of support. Donors most often associate it with the development of
organisational and administrative skills, including project management, financial management,
reporting, and communication. Within this framework, capacities are understood as something that
can be enhanced through training, mentoring, and advisory support, often delivered alongside
project-based funding.

In qualitative interviews, some donors highlight the value of longer-term mentoring and
accompaniment of organisations, particularly when working with smaller or local actors. Such forms
of support are seen as more effective than one-off trainings, but also as more demanding in terms
of time, resources, and internal organisation. As a result, capacity strengthening often remains tied
to additional programmes or specific initiatives, rather than being integrated into the core funding
model.

At the same time, clear limits are visible in what is considered fundable under capacity strengthening.
Interviews rarely refer to strengthening capacities through long-term team stability, salary coverage,
or reducing workload pressures. While these aspects are often acknowledged as important, they are
not typically included as part of standard donor support but rather seen as areas where donors are
constrained in what they can support.

In this context, capacity strengthening also serves a risk management function. Stronger procedures,
clearer systems, and more robust administrative capacities are perceived as preconditions for the
responsible use of funds and as a way of ensuring donor accountability. Capacities are thus
positioned both as a form of support for organisations and as a mechanism for aligning them with
system requirements.

Such an understanding of capacity shows that, in donor practice, it is more often treated as a
technical rather than a structural issue. Although donors recognise the need to strengthen
organisations, support tends to focus more on functionality and adaptation to existing conditions,
and less on long-term stability and autonomy of organisations operating in a shrinking political
space.

13.4. Convergences, tensions, and the scope of possible action

Insights from donor surveys, interviews, and the focus group show a high degree of alignment with
findings from previous chapters in diagnosing the issues that characterise the funding system for
women's and girls' organisations. Donors recognise the fragmentation of support, short timeframes,
limited flexibility and the shrinking space for political and advocacy work, and do not see these as
isolated cases but as clear consequences of the broader structure of the donor system.

At the same time, this chapter makes clear that such alignment in understanding does not
automatically translate into changes in practice. Donors operate within institutional frameworks that
constrain their ability to provide long-term, stable, and flexible support, even where there is clear
awareness of the need for such models. The difference between donor and civil society perspectives
lies in their respective positions of power, responsibility and exposure to risk.
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This is particularly evident in the areas of capacity strengthening and regranting. Although both
mechanisms are presented as responses to recognised challenges, in practice, they remain
adaptations within the existing system rather than shifts towards its transformation. Capacities are
strengthened in technical rather than structural terms; regranting extends reach but does not alter
the underlying logic of project-based funding. As a result, the system's functionality is maintained,
but space for the long-term stabilisation of the sector remains limited. These findings confirm that
the constraints faced by women's and girls' organisations are rooted in structural conditions,
rather than in individual decisions or a lack of willingness on the part of donors. Both donor
practices and the adaptive strategies of civil society organisations are shaped within the same
framework—one that enables certain forms of action while systematically constraining others.

In this sense, the donor perspective within this research does not stand in opposition to the
experiences of civil society organisations. The difference lies in the scope of possible action.

Conclusion

The architecture of funding for women's and girls' organisations in the Western Balkans cannot be
understood as a neutral, technical, or administrative process. On the contrary, the way financial flows
are structured directly shapes working conditions, the political space for action, and the long-term
prospects of organisations that perform essential social functions—from supporting women and
communities to advocating for systemic change and defending human rights.

The dominant funding architecture is deeply misaligned with the actual needs of organisations.
Short-term, project-based, and fragmented funding produces persistent insecurity, exhaustion, and
precarity of work, while at the same time imposing unrealistic expectations of resilience, flexibility,
and organisational capacity. In such a system, stability is not treated as a basic requirement for
effective work; instead, it becomes a privilege reserved for a small number of administratively and
politically "safe" actors.

In practice, project-based funding ceases to be merely a mechanism for allocating resources and
becomes the framework determining what action is possible in the first place. It fragments
organisational work, drives continuous adaptation to donor priorities, and limits the space for long-
term planning, political engagement, and organisational development. Professionalism and
continuity are sustained through unpaid labour, personal sacrifice, and emotional commitment,
ultimately leading to burnout, attrition and the loss of hard-won knowledge.

Processes of defunding further expose the system's structural vulnerability. The research shows that
defunding is not an exception, but a defining feature of the donor landscape that organisations must
navigate on a daily basis. It is closely linked to political shifts, security narratives and the rise of anti-
gender movements. In a context where financial buffers, multi-year support, and institutional
stability are largely absent, the loss of a single funding source can have immediate and serious
consequences for entire teams and the communities they serve.

Particularly concerning is the finding that advocacy and political work are being systematically
pushed to the margins of donor priorities. While this work is essential to long-term social change,
its funding remains short-term, insecure, and often implicitly discouraged. This places organisations
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in a paradoxical position: they are expected to deliver social impact and drive change, while being
denied the stable support required to carry out the very work that facilitates such change.

The research also challenges the notion of a "lack of capacity" as the dominant explanation for
organisations' exclusion from larger funding streams. Administrative barriers, co-financing
requirements, short deadlines, and complex procedural frameworks function as structural filters that
systematically favour larger and administratively stronger actors. The decision by many organisations
not to apply to certain funds should therefore not be interpreted as passivity or a lack of ambition,
but rather as a rational survival strategy within a system that penalises those in weaker positions.

In this context, it becomes clear that the sustainability of women's and girls' organisations cannot be
reduced to the individual responsibility of organisations to "adapt", "strengthen capacity" or
"diversify funding sources". Sustainability is a structural issue that requires a shift in how funding is
conceived, allocated, and assessed. Without stability, flexibility and long-term support, efforts to
strengthen capacity remain partial and short-lived.

Women's and girls' organisations play a central role in sustaining social resilience and democratic
life, yet they remain among the most vulnerable actors within the current funding system. This gap
has broader implications for democratic development, social cohesion, and the protection of human
rights in the region. By systematically underfunding those who defend rights and support the most
vulnerable, societies ultimately weaken their own democratic foundations.

For the Ecumenical Women's Initiative, this research reaffirms the importance of feminist funds as a
critical infrastructure essential to sustaining the sector in the region. At the same time, the findings
clearly point to the limited scope of action within existing donor structures and the need for more
explicit political articulation of alternative funding models. EWI's role extends beyond that of a
funding intermediary to include absorbing part of the risk, building relationships grounded in trust,
and advocating for funding practices that recognise stability and long-term support as legitimate,
rather than exceptional.

In conclusion, this research shows that the problem is not only the reduction in the volume of funding
allocated to organisations working in the realm of women's rights. The issue lies in how funding is
structured and distributed. As long as funding remains short-term, project-based, and conditional,
organisations will be forced to operate in a state of constant uncertainty, at significant cost to the
people who sustain their work and to the communities they serve. Transforming this system is not a
technical adjustment, but a political choice about the kind of civil society, democracy, and future we
want to sustain in the region.

Final reflection: between survival and change

Women's and girls' organisations in the region operate within a constant tension between mere
survival and meaningful social change. This tension is not temporary—it is a direct consequence of
how the funding system is structured. It is most acutely felt by those closest to communities, those
carrying the greatest political risk and those working on issues that are harder to measure and not
as easy to "pitch" to potential donors.
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At the same time, global trends for 2026 point to a dual movement: there is growing interest in locally
led, community-rooted, and relational models of support but also increasing pressure for
measurability, speed, and alignment with new financial instruments. Within this landscape,
organisations that can "translate" their work into dominant formats tend to fare better, while
feminist, grassroots, and politically exposed initiatives risk being pushed to the margins—unless they
are deliberately protected.

The role of EWI and similar donor organisations is to actively reshape power relations within the
funding system itself: who bears the cost of adaptation, who has the space to learn and take risks,
and who is allowed to do work that is not immediately "profitable". The recommendations in this
research start from this premise. Rather than assuming that a single new model can resolve systemic
challenges, they focus on how, within existing constraints, to protect space for political work, ease
the burden on the most vulnerable, and build the foundations for the long-term consolidation of
women's and girls' organisations that sustain peace, security and change on the ground. We are
working within a system that is deeply fragmented and increasingly detached, while at the same time
trying to build communities and movements for social change. It is my hope that collective reflection,
shared responsibility and the creation of our own spaces for change will make this possible in the
period ahead.
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