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Traditional sources of funding are shrinking so
organisations  do see the need to be looking at other

sources. But whether we're ready to engage is a whole
other conversation. I'd say we've an awful lot to learn, and

that's where we are right now.'
– Participant at the Liveable Futures Conference, May 2023 



The international development sector spends well above
US$200 billion each year, and faith-based agencies are
some of the biggest NGOs (non-governmental
organisations) working to deliver change for the world’s
poorest peoples. But growing humanitarian needs, climate
change and conflicts mean the aid sector is under pressure
as never before.

At the same time, there are growing demands for the
world to move beyond aid – putting agency back into the
hands of the poor and enabling countries to develop their
own long-term self-reliance and sustainability.

The Liveable Futures conference brought together faith-
based NGOs managing projects supporting more than 
100 million people a year and business networks
managing nearly £600 billion worth of funds in London in
May 2023. The aim was to look at the potential for
alternative ways of funding aid in addition to grants and
philanthropy. 

Leading up to the event, we wanted to understand the
state of use of non-aid financial instruments – sometimes
called 'grant alternatives' – as methods of investing in
traditionally grant-funded activities and programmes.
Overall, we found low current usage, but very high
interest and future expected usage, and identified a few
key impediments to address along the way. 
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How should we fund international development
in an era of growing humanitarian needs and
tighter aid budgets? That was the question at the
heart of a conference co-hosted by FaithInvest
and Christian Aid's Salt Business Network in May
2023. This paper presents the results of our
research to find out what interest, if any, NGOs
have in using non-aid financial instruments. 
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Toe-dippers 
(Those who either
haven't done this yet, or
are just beginning.) 

Multi-practitioners
(Those for whom this is
one of a range of
options.)

Specialists 
(Most of their resources
are committed in this
way.)

This research examines the use by non-governmental organisations (NGOs), within their
programme funding, of ‘non-aid’ financial instruments in which expected positive social /
environmental impacts are combined with an expected financial or principal return on
that investment – such as impact investing, development impact bonds, recoverable
grants and many other “below market rate” vehicles and methods.

In all, we heard from 25 organisations, through a series of in-depth interviews and an
online survey. Most (not all) are faith-based NGOs, with headquarters in Europe or North
America. Most have a focus on work in the Global South, some in the Global North.

This short report aggregates and analyses the initial findings. It starts with a look at the
current state of use: existing interest and involvement in such an approach. It then
considers what respondents see as the perceived advantages and disadvantages, before
examining factors that might be blocking or limiting the use of such grant-alternative
financing mechanisms, and lessons & suggestions going forward. 

CURRENT STATE OF AFFAIRS

OUR FINDINGS

We found there is overwhelming interest amongst survey respondents and interviewees. All
survey respondents are either majorly interested (61%) or moderately interested (39%) in
such financing mechanisms; over three-quarters (78%) think it likely or very likely that they
will use such financing options in lieu of grant aid within the next three years, and a clear
majority (61%) are using/supporting such instruments already. 

In terms of existing involvement, survey respondents tend to fall within three clusters:

of survey respondents are already using or
supporting alternative financing mechanisms61%



SUSTAINABILITY

'It's creating sustainability where we don't have it in our regular programming'; 
'The ability to thrive sustainably without external support'; 
'It can decrease dependency...make projects more financially sustainable'; 
'An effective way to transition from traditional aid to more sustainable market-based
approaches', and 
'Eventually, we are trying to end aid dependency…'. 

Perhaps the clearest and strongest theme that emerged from respondents' perceived
advantages was that of genuine long-term sustainability. The expectation to cover costs
and (ideally) generate a surplus, for many, makes for longer-lasting, self-supporting,
more resilient programme design and implementation. 

For example, comments included: 
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There is already a wide range of such instruments being applied by survey respondents.
Pooled impact investing is the most common (used by 82% of those using these types
of instruments), while other forms of impact investing, recoverable grants,
concessionary loans, development impact bonds, and several other instruments are
also used. 

This wide variety of mechanisms is supporting a vast range of activities across several
continents, such as sustainable agriculture, education services and clean energy
solutions. 

While this is not a an exhaustive survey of (for example) faith-based NGOs – we chose to
approach organisations we thought might have some interest – it seems clear that there
is substantial interest in, and growing momentum behind, the move towards non-aid
financing. 

WHY DO IT?

Three themes emerged clearly from respondents’ perceived advantages of using such
instruments:

of respondents think it likely or very likely that they
will use alternative financing options in lieu of grant
aid within the next three years78%



AGENCY

The 'overwhelming advantage' of being able to 'set your own strategy'; 
'Not being dependent on other donors' agendas’;
'Economic empowerment for vulnerable groups'; 
It 'breaks paternalistic donor/recipient patterns and can positively challenge power
relations’.

 A 'change of behaviour from reliance to resilience', exemplified by the impact of the
realisation that '…you have to repay this.' 
It was also suggested that changing to a business-oriented approach challenges the
'continuation of colonial trade patterns'. 

Related to that decreased dependency is another key advantage coming through from
many responses – that of increased agency/autonomy for the recipient of the
investment; as one put it: 'giving your investees agency they would not have as grantees'.  
Respondents talked of:

Relating to the perceived increase in both sustainability and agency, several mentioned a
change of mind-set for all involved:
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INCREASING IMPACT

'To have the scale required, a model is needed that is circular and self-perpetuating';
'$100 becomes $120-130, we can use the additional $20-30'; 
Others talked of the ability to 'use and re-use funds over time', or how this cycle 'can
be repeated and sustained'. 

The third advantage that came through clearly from respondents was the potential for
substantially increased impact, both from attracting new types of support in the first
place, and by 'recycling' the funds involved, and any profits generated. 

Several respondents asserted that this kind of approach can open up new types of donor
or supporter (often those with entrepreneurial or business backgrounds), and/or allow
access to different categories of donor funds. Others talked in broader terms about the
need – if the SDGs are to be met, for example – to attract private capital on a scale that
dwarfs existing aid flows. 

Not only might it attract more and different types of funding, but the concept of
'recycling capital' or re-using the same funds again and again, and using surpluses that
are generated, was cited by many: 



POTENTIAL LOSS OF FOCUS

'Potential to distract from core charitable purposes'; 
‘Mixed motives can conflict'; 
'Does the need to generate returns on investment undercut progress on other
aspects NGOs care about (e.g. labour standards, social protection)?' 

In a grant-giving situation, the social/human benefits and objectives are usually clear and
prioritised. Once an expected commercial return is introduced, there is scope for
commercial considerations to supplant – or at least compete with – social aspects,
potentially to the detriment of those social benefits.

For example, responses included: 

NOT ALL SITUATIONS ARE SUITABLE

Some respondents noted that an investment approach is 'utterly dependent on a value-
generating proposition... and there are limited sectors that can generate such
opportunities'. Others mentioned contexts in which many NGOs work, such as conflict,
which might simply render such approaches difficult or impossible. 

CULTURE / REPUTATION

Many NGOs are simply not set up to do this – they often have few staff with expertise in
this area, and trustees for whom this might be challenging and new. 

Some cited reputational issues: is investing (perhaps in lieu of grant-giving) something
that the public expects/wants charities to do? They are seen almost as public bodies, and
supporters are accustomed to the grant-giving model. What if it goes wrong?  

– Participant comment 

'Many people in the sector are old-fashioned. The leadership generation is
mostly mid-50s to late 60s. They have always done the grant thing.’
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Responses to this were more varied but nevertheless several themes emerged: 

POSSIBLE DISADVANTAGES



Lack of staff 
expertise)

Regulatory/
legal issues

Perceived/actual 
investment risk

Existing
programme

suitability

Lack of contacts/
networks

Staff culture/
perception

Other (please 
specify
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Notwithstanding the challenges raised above, the potential advantages cited for such
instruments are compelling – so what factors are blocking or holding back their more
widespread use? 

Q9: What do you consider to be the main factors that may limit/deter your organisation's use
of such options at this time? 

LIMITING FACTORS  

0%        10%        20%         30%        40%       50%        60%        70%        80%        90%      100%

The chart above reflects survey responses. Lack of relevant staff expertise also came through
strongly in interviews – including the challenge of attracting and retaining staff with relevant
experience, given relative salaries in NGOs/investment. Cultural unfamiliarity (involving
trustees, staff, partners and supporters) also came to the fore in interviews.

'If we’re to go beyond aid dependency, go beyond aid, many think we
should replace aid with trade. But that’s not the solution… [the solution] is
to transform aid to be implemented in a more catalytic way, so that aid can
stimulate trade, and minimise risk, and/or open up new markets… But if
you talk pure trade, it’s based on the logic of profit maximisation’

– Participant comment 
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Some strong and mixed views on the challenges of set up, such as regulatory and legal
issues, came through in interviews. Some saw these issues as fundamental: ‘Before you
think you're going to do something, make sure you can do it’. Others cited a ‘patchwork
tapestry of different regulations’ and said that legal considerations would be their very
first question. 

Others, however, were of the view that ‘NGOs are allowed to do quite a lot’ – and it is
notable that regulatory/legal issues did not rank especially highly in the survey
responses on limiting factors. 

Interviewees also asked questions of the financial sector, suggesting they work more
closely with NGOs and better-understand their needs & objectives. Those advising
charities from the inside were also mentioned: ‘So much of the financial expertise that is
in the charity sector is of the old learning, it’s the old orthodoxy, it’s the rulebook of the
last 75 years, and it’s very hard to get past that.’

A factor that can be difficult to quantify and pin down – yet that permeates this research – is
that of culture.

Several respondents talked of these kinds of instruments as occupying a vast, sparsely
populated middle ground, situated between what can be perceived as the binary approaches
of trade-based, profit-maximising capitalism on the one hand, and 'do-gooders' giving out
aid in the form of grants on the other. Both of these more traditional approaches have
cultural and historical entrenchments that can limit the ease with which they can make the
move into this middle ground.

For example, many NGOs have traditionally worked using a grant-giving model. Their staff,
trustees, advisers, and partners have been selected with that model in mind, and the
expectations of media and supporters are aligned with that approach. A shift toward a more
investment or business-oriented approach can therefore challenge many, if not all, aspects
of the organisation. 

CULTURE



SUGGESTIONS FOR THE FINANCIAL SECTOR

Several highlighted how useful it would be to have more, and a wider range of
commingled / pooled investment fund options in which to invest historically granted
assets, where the funds employ grant-alternative financing mechanisms to achieve social
/ environmental goals.

Related, a broad, if slightly unspecific, but strong theme emerged in terms of challenging
financial sector actors to really listen to what the NGO sector seeks to achieve through
programmatic work, and then engage collaboratively to design products / funds that
genuinely address and achieve those outcomes using grant-alternatives. 

A number of respondents noted that the advice and direction given to NGOs by those
with financial expertise – both internally (eg, trustees with a finance background) and
externally (eg, from asset managers to NGO clients) can often direct organisations down
the same granting route of how things have operated in the past. It was more difficult to
find advice and direction considerate of situations where a different approach, grant-
alternatives, may be appropriate. 

1 0

Respondents cited the cultural challenges of overcoming resistance from existing staff, a
shortage of the right staff skillsets, the cautiousness of trustees, financial advice received
by NGOs (both from internal advisers such as trustees and finance staff and externally,
from the financial sector), the readiness of partners and projects for such an approach,
and how such approaches might be perceived by supporters and the wider public.

A number of respondents suggested that cultural issues are more of a challenge in the
Global North, where roles and sectors (eg, business, finance, government, civil society)
are seen as quite segregated, than in the Global South, where sectors can be more
overlapping and intersecting. 

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE

Respondents were also asked what they would like to change, and what lessons they can
offer to others. Not surprisingly, a wide range of suggestions were made: 

'Really understanding your client and what your client wants to do, and
why it wants to do it, and then saying ‘let’s do this together’, is a very
different approach [from what often happens at the moment]'

– Participant comment 
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SUGGESTIONS FOR THE NGO SECTOR

Several suggested more collaborative networks and peer support, particularly for the
initial phase of grant-alternative consideration and setup.

Enthusiasm both at the top of an organisation (CEO and trustees were given particular
mention), and at implementation level (especially within the teams from where relevant
projects/programmes might be sourced) was seen respectively as a particularly
necessary and helpful by several respondents.

In response to cultural challenges more broadly, it was suggested that education is
helpful for all concerned – supporters and funders, media, partners, trustees & staff – to
build support and understanding.

Several current practitioners talked of the benefits of working closely with partners on
the ground well in advance of the introduction of this kind of approach – eg, by
embedding investment-oriented staff in relevant country teams as an initial step.
Furthermore, a number of current practitioners mentioned the helpfulness of blending
some aid finance with investment-oriented options initially, to support the initial phase. 

For those looking at how they might explore this area and de-risk the initial steps, one
suggestion was to consider working with a local investment partner, or invest in a like-
minded organisation’s grant-alternative efforts (eg, pooled fund, developmental impact
bond, etc), and request a position on its steering committee as way to also learn.  We
also heard clearly - from the May event - interest in forming an affinity group of faith-
based NGOs, grant-alternative practitioners and experts to share practices, research and
connections to carry this work forward.

AREAS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

There were requests that investment returns should be looked at, to throw light on what
(if any) sacrifice might be involved in terms of returns from various types of grant-
alternatives versus more traditional investment approaches.



Interest in grant-alternative financing options is a clearly high amongst the studied
group. A wide range of such instruments are already in use, supporting an array of
projects and causes, though still representing a smaller portion of current activity. 

The perceived advantages – sustainability, agency and increased impact – are significant;
many would argue that they are absolutely fundamental. The perceived disadvantages
and hurdles are varied and also seem substantial, but given that a majority of
respondents already use these kinds of instruments to some extent, they do not appear
to be insurmountable. 

There appears to be substantial interest in exploring this area in a spirit of collaboration,
sharing existing and emerging learning and expertise – and FaithInvest is keen to play its
part in that. 

CONCLUSIONS
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The research involved six in-depth interviews, with a range of NGOs active in this area
and an impact investment manager. It also involved an online survey completed by 18
different organisations (some full responses, some partial, and most named, but a few
anonymous) with information being gathered in March-June 2023. 

As far as can be seen, two organisations took part in both an interview and the survey.
Overall therefore, we had input from an estimated 20-25 organisations. Most, but not all,
are faith-inspired charities. Many focus on work in the Global South, some have a wide
international footprint, while a few focus on work in the Global North. Most appear to be
based in Europe and North America. We are very grateful to all those interviewees and
respondents who gave their time and insights so generously. 

Those invited to be interviewed and/or take part in the survey were generally those
understood by FaithInvest and its contacts to be interested in this topic, ie, it cannot be
considered a random or representative survey – there was a degree of targeting and
self-selection. The information and feedback gathered has then been analysed and
interpreted to form this report/presentation – by its nature, a subjective process. 

APPENDICES
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Methodology, including some limitations

Charts from survey

Q1: How would you gauge your organisation's level of interest in such financing mechanisms
right now? 

0%        10%        20%         30%        40%       50%        60%        70%        80%        90%      100%

Major interest
– have staff

Moderate
interest

Neither interested
nor disinterested 

Not interested

Made decision
NOT to do this 
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Q2: How likely do you think it is that your organisation will use such financing options in lieu
of grant aid within the next three years? 

0%        10%        20%         30%        40%       50%        60%        70%        80%        90%      100%

Very likely

Likely

Neither likely
nor unlikely 

Unlikely

Very unlikely 

Q2: Does your organisation currently use, or support the use of, such financial instruments
within its own programme funding?
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Yes

No
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Q4: What type(s) of these financial instruments does your organisation currently use or
support? 

0%        10%        20%         30%        40%       50%        60%        70%        80%        90%      100%

Pooled impact
investing 

Other impact
investing

Recoverable
grants

 
Concessionary

loans

Other (please
specify)

None of the above

Q2: What proportion of your organisation's overall resources would you estimate are
committed in this way?

0%        10%        20%         30%        40%       50%        60%        70%        80%        90%      100%

0% – 1%

>1% – 5%

>5% – 10%

>10% – 20%

>20% – 50%

Over 50%

None of the 
above 
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FaithInvest is an international, not-for-profit
network for religious groups and faith-based
institutional investors. Our aim is to grow the scale
and impact of faith-consistent, values-driven
investing worldwide for people and planet. 

Contact
info@faithinvest.org
www.faithinvest.org 

Salt is Christian Aid’s Business Network for business
leaders committed to achieving a world without
poverty. Our aim is to inspire, inform, support and
equip each other to run better businesses and help
eradicate poverty.

Contact
salt@christian-aid.org
www.christianaid.org.uk/get-involved/salt-business-
network


