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‘Participation teaches everyone that people are 

worthwhile, and they matter. Who makes the 

decisions is really importanti.’ 

 



Terminology and definitions 

 

‘There is no formal definition for participatory grantmaking, but 

there are agreed-upon tenets that distinguish this approachii.’  

‘Although there is no formal definition, practitioners doing this 

work agree that PGM emphasises “nothing about us without us” 

and shifts power in grantmaking decisions from foundation staff to 

the people most affected by the issues. Reflecting on the above, 

this guideiii will use the following definition:  

‘Participatory grantmaking cedes 

decision making power about funding— 

including the strategy and criteria behind 

those decisions—to the very communities 

that funders aim to serve.’ 

 

The literature contains variations of the most widely applied definition PGM seen above: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘Participatory grantmaking is the process of shifting decision making power over grantmaking to the 

very communities most affected by the grants. It’s a structural fix to the broken power dynamics in 

traditional funding - a way to change philanthropy from closed, opaque, and expert-driven to open, 

transparent, and community-driven.iv” 

 

 

Source: ‘Participatory Grantmaking: 

Building the Evidence’ for Paul Ramsay 

Foundation authored by the Centre for 

Evidence and Implementation, May 2023. 

Source: Hannah Peterson, regarded as a leading light in the PGM field. This 

definition is from a learning presentation Hannah shared during her time at The 

National Lottery Community Fund resulting from her Winston Churchill 

Fellowship focused on: ‘Participatory Grantmaking.’ 

https://blog.candid.org/post/how-to-master-participatory-grantmaking-by-engaging-the-right-voices/


There is also associated terminology that is 

often referenced in the literature. Some of 

this is helpfully explained and distinguished 

in ‘Participatory Grantmaking: Has its time 

come?’ authored by leading PGM and 

philanthropy expert, Cynthia Gibsonv vi (right) 

and Hannah Peterson’s published PGM 

Fellowship report (left). PGM is different to – 

but shares the characteristics of being 

participatory in its nature to participatory 

budgeting, to participatory philanthropy, 

participatory resource allocation, 

participatory decision making and devolved 

decision making. 

  



Other helpful definitions are 

provided in this resource: Deciding 

Together: Shifting Power and 

Resources Through Participatory 

Grantmaking: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PGM is more than a process. It’s a principle, an 

ethos, a belief, a set of values and a mechanism 

too. 

Desk research converges on the idea that PGM should 

be regarded as an ethos or principle AND a process 

as this illustration from Hannah Peterson’s publication 

demonstrates >>>.  

‘In contrast to traditional philanthropic approaches, 

PGM is purported to increase democratic and equitable 

decision making in grant allocation through the 

involvement of communities that grant makers aim to 

benefit (Husted et al., 2021). PGM, which “involves 

non-grant makers in funding decision processes” has at 

its core the principle of ceding decision making on 

resource allocation to non-grantmakers (Hauger, 2022). 

These may include individual community members or 

organisational representatives.vii’ 

‘Participatory grantmaking is becoming increasingly 
popular but is associated with definitional challenges. 
Its value is around both increased effectiveness and a belief that it is ‘just’ as a mechanism and 
will, in and of itself, assist with power sharing and shifting. There are some (well documented) 
challenges associated with it. There is broad agreement on what PGM implies: beneficiaries setting 
the agenda and making decisions about funding. It’s where the people who are beneficiaries or 
going to be beneficiaries are charged with the core enquiry as to whether applications constitute a 
viable approach within the contextual and cultural priorities that they are aware of because they are 
living it. PGM is involving the beneficiaries (or potential beneficiaries) in the core enquiry around 
what is needed, and what should be funded.viii’   
 

https://www.issuelab.org/resources/32988/32988.pdf
https://www.issuelab.org/resources/32988/32988.pdf
https://www.issuelab.org/resources/32988/32988.pdf
https://www.issuelab.org/resources/32988/32988.pdf


‘Participatory grantmakers do not only acknowledge and talk about power; they break down barriers 

that keep people powerless through an approach that realigns incentives, cedes control, and 

upends entrenched hierarchies around funding decisions. To practitioners, participatory grantmaking 

isn’t a tactic or a one-off strategy; it is a power-shifting ethos that cuts across every aspect of the 

institution’s activities, policies, programs, and behaviorsix.’ 

‘The core principle of participatory grantmaking is compelling: that philanthropic decision making 

should centre on community needs. It also recognises the value and importance of listening to a 

diversity of voices. This fundamentally relies on bringing into decision making the perspectives of 

those with lived experience and lived expertisex.’ 

‘The value of pursuing, funding or adopting participatory grantmaking practices boils down to two 

strong beliefs: (1) That it will result in more effective grantmaking, aligned to what is needed, 

because communities themselves are most likely to make the decisions that work for themxi (2) That 

it will result in increased justice, fairness and power both at an individual and systemic level. As one 

article put it: “A just and equal world is not possible if other people make decisions about our livesxii.”  

‘There are different definitions of what PGM is and even within Camden Giving it is not a fixed and 
static process, more a set of values. Camden Giving's PGM processes are rooted in values – 
flexibility, respect, justice and evolutionxiii - and in many ways the values are more important 
than the practicalities. For us, PGM means that the people who we aim to benefit are participating in 
the decisions about how grants are awarded. At Camden Giving we recruit, train and pay people 
with lived experience of one or more local issues (such as poverty), and they decide how a pot of 
funding should be spent to overcome those issues. We refer to these people as Community 
Panellistsxiv.’ 
 

This paper was produced by Alan Graver, Skyblue Research Ltd 

January 2024 

 
i A compelling quote from one of the respondents generously sharing their rationale for PGM in their locality as part of this feasibility study 
in 2023/24 
ii Deciding Together | Candid Learning for Funders 
iii Deciding Together: Shifting Power and Resources Through Participatory Grantmaking, Grantcraft a service of Foundation Centre, 2018 
iv How to master participatory grantmaking (candid.org) 
v Cynthia Gibson, Ph.D., is a consultant who has worked with hundreds of philanthropic institutions and major nonprofits in strategic 
planning, program development, evaluation, and communications. She is also a widely published author on a wide range of issues related 
to philanthropy and the nonprofit sector, civic engagement, and democratic participation. In 2007, Cynthia helped design, oversee, and 
evaluate one of the first participatory grantmaking initiatives undertaken by a national foundation, the Case Foundation’s “Make it Your 
Own” program. 
vi Moving beyond Feedback: The Promise of Participatory Grantmaking - Non Profit News | Nonprofit Quarterly 
vii Participatory Grantmaking Building the Evidence For Paul Ramsay Foundation by the Centre for Evidence and Implementation 
(Australia), May 2023 
viii  Monitoring and evaluating participatory grantmaking, Discussion paper for the Baring Foundation, prepared by Ceri Hutton, January 
2016 
ix Deciding Together: Shifting Power and Resources Through Participatory Grantmaking 
x Participatory Grantmaking Building the Evidence For Paul Ramsay Foundation by the Centre for Evidence and Implementation 
(Australia), May 2023, Foreword Inspiring better philanthropy Jack Heath, CEO, Philanthropy Australia 
xi In Who Decides? by the Lafayette Practice eight more nuanced benefits are identified from its review of eight funds which amplify this 
point. They are: 1) Is more accountable to intended beneficiaries 2) Is preferred by intended beneficiaries 3) Sets priorities well aligned 
with what the field needs 4) Can identify grantmaking priorities and grantmaking opportunities that non-participatory models would miss 5) 
Makes better investment decisions 6) Can be efficiently run 7) Can ensure a dynamic evolution of who participates and leads 8) Can 
mobilize additional funding for the field.   
xii Monitoring and evaluating participatory grantmaking, Discussion paper for the Baring Foundation, prepared by Ceri Hutton, January 
2016 
xiii Flexibility: ‘We change the way we work to suit the needs of individuals. Respect: ‘The knowledge of communities is the most precious 
knowledge we can use, respecting it leads to better outcomes for everyone. Justice: ‘It is just that marginalised communities have control 
over things that affect them.’ Evolution: ‘We know we haven’t found all the answers, but we’re doing our best to keep evolving and 
improving our practices. 
xiv Participatory Grantmaking Toolkit from London Funders and Camden Giving | London's Giving (londonsgiving.org.uk) 

https://learningforfunders.candid.org/content/guides/deciding-together/
https://www.issuelab.org/resources/32988/32988.pdf
https://blog.candid.org/post/how-to-master-participatory-grantmaking-by-engaging-the-right-voices/
https://nonprofitquarterly.org/moving-beyond-feedback-the-promise-of-participatory-grantmaking/
https://www.issuelab.org/resources/32988/32988.pdf
https://londonsgiving.org.uk/resources-and-publications/participatory-grantmaking-toolkit-london-funders-and-camden-giving

