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Introduction
The Girls First Fund is the world’s largest collaboration of donors with the singular focus of ending 
child marriage. With bold aims and a disruptive approach, we support  grassroots efforts to 
dismantle the patriarchal systems that perpetuate child marriage.

Rooted in gender inequality, child marriage is both a cause and consequence of other 
injustices faced by women and girls, related to health, education, poverty, and violence. 
Globally, the momentum to end child marriage is growing. Dedicated international, 
national, and local advocates are working to influence policies, norms, attitudes, 
behaviors, and structures that perpetuate this practice. 

And there has never been a more urgent call to action. Each year 12 million girls are married 
before the age of 18 and the practice remains widespread. The impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic has pushed those figures even higher. 

Through the Girls First Fund, communities and funders are ambitiously challenging power 
structures to advance girls’ power and self-determination. By pooling funding to maximize 
investments and flexibility, as a donor collaborative we can: 

Fund locally-driven solutions

Shift power to communities and girls

Build confidence in grassroots-led work

In this report, we share insights from our first year of granting. A time of deep collaboration, 
listening, and learning, this season paved the way for the Fund’s future. During this year, we:

 

Community-based organizations and women and girls at the grassroots are guiding us toward a 
new reality where girls are equally valued as people, not brides. With confidence in our vision, 
we boldly pursue this world where all will enjoy the freedom to choose if, when, and whom they 
marry. 

Funded 177 organizations in six countries

Granted $10 million 

Connected, networked, and facilitated learnings 
between our grantee partners



Ending child marriage requires a surround-sound approach – addressing the social, cultural, economic 
(and other) factors that compel communities to encourage change. To push the boundaries on gender 
equality and help address power imbalances, the Girls First Fund invested in community-based 
organizations that are proving how local trust, knowledge, and expertise can transform lives.

Since 2019, we:

The Girls First Fund is supported by generous donors who are exceptionally committed to driving real
 change for women and girls on a global scale. 

FUNDED COMMITTED

177 $60 
GRANTED

MILLION $10 MILLION

ORGANIZATIONS TO THE GIRLS FIRST 
FUND 

TO GRASSROOTS-DRIVEN 
ORGANISATIONS

11 DONORS



6 FOCUS COUNTRIES

24
Grantees

Democratic
Republic of Congo

Dominican Republic

29 
Grantees

India

26
Grantees

33 
Grantees

Nepal

Niger

29
Grantees

Uganda

36
Grantees



Elevating grassroots-driven,  girl-centered 
organizations
We embrace girls’ powers to be [change agents/changemakers] in their own lives by supporting 
organizations that anchor women and girls in their decision-making processes. After all, those 
closest to the problem have the biggest stake in finding solutions and deserve to have 
their voices heard.

85% of grantees are 
women-led 17% are led by women 

30 and younger

100% of grantees are deeply 
community-driven

of grantees are 
CBOs 66%



Our grantees are deeply intersectional and many work with the most vulnerable and 
hardest-to-reach girls who face multiple layers of oppression based on:

Ethnicity

Class
Sexual diversity

Age
Race

Gender Identity 
and Expression

Ability OthersReligion

Our grantees leverage a wide range of [interventions/strategies] in their work to end child marriage 
and address the larger ecosystem that leads to it. Some focus on one strategy while many 
incorporate multiple. 

Youth education

Advocacy

69%
Economic 
Empowerment

52%

Girls’ 
Leadership

75%

Sexual and Reproductive
Health Rights

64%

Social Behavior 
and Communication
Change

88% 58%



Providing flexible core and long-term support grants

64%                                                          
The Fund offers support beyond grants – we provide individualized assistance to our partners 
through office and community visits, phone calls, thought partnership, convenings, 
and connecting grantee partners to funding opportunities and networks.

Looking ahead

The Girls First Fund is thrilled to be part of the global momentum to end child marriage! After 3 
years of learning and nurturing partnerships in the focus countries, we are plotting our expansion 
to new horizons. Expansion will start in 2022 and will take several shape and forms---from deep-
ening our support to existing partners to spreading out in other geographical spaces….We hope 
you can join us on the journey! 

   
                

$ 26,000of grantees 
received core support

average grant size
grants

12 174 156165
grantee partner 
convenings

grantee partner 
visits

focus groups 
with girls

    focus    

142 $8 Million
Provided Committed

grantees with 2-year
grant renewals    

in grants
35
Welcomed

new grantee 
partners   



What sets us apart?
We are catalyzing transformative change at the 
grassroots 
 
Grassroots efforts can accelerate progress towards ending child marriage 
while increasing gender equality. That’s why the Girls First Fund shifts 
large-scale financial resources to those best equipped to create deep, last-
ing change—community-based organizations. 
 

Big Money to Underfunded Organizations

The Girls First Fund provides a simple, impactful way for philanthropists to 
fund grassroots efforts to end child marriage. By maximizing the benefits of 
collaboration, donors pool their resources to bring unprecedented financial 
support and attention to effective but underfunded organizations. We 
achieve more together, championing innovative community-led efforts so 
that all girls can determine their own future. 
 

Locally-driven Solutions

Grassroots efforts are pivotal to ending child marriage yet remain drastical-
ly underfunded. The power of local organizations stems from their unique 
position within and identity as part of the community. They understand cul-
tural norms, know how to reach the most vulnerable girls, and can effective-
ly engage local stakeholders and decision-makers. Our partners’ holistic, 
overlapping approaches range from education to advocacy, from sexual and 
reproductive health and rights to legal services—because they know what 
works in their local context. This comparative advantage makes communi-
ty-based organizations key to addressing gender inequality and achieving 
real and lasting change. 

Shifting Power to Girls and Communities 

Shifting power to girls and community change-agents is necessary for au-
thentic change to happen. We know those most affected by gender inequali-
ty and child marriage are the best positioned to design and implement solu-
tions. That’s why we prioritize community-based organizations that are 
women-led and/or girl-centered and actively seek to build girls’ power by 
involving them in meaningful ways in their work. Our partners amplify the 
voices of girls, community members, and grantees to shift power and affirm 
individuals’ rights to shape their own future.

 

Grassroots-led Grantmaking… 

Our partners articulate their own needs and self-determined solutions and 
we listen carefully. Girls and community members are involved in grantee 
selection and grantee partners define the complementary support they 
need. They create their own strategies to tackle child marriage, rooted in 
local context and delivered at the community level. 
 

…Paired with Supportive Capacity Building and 
networking 

Alongside long-term flexible funding to pursue their strategies, we provide 
grantee partners with wrap-around support. Our team provides mentoring 
and accompaniment to strengthen operations—including everything from 
staffing to finances. We are building communities of practice by connecting 
partners to each other, providing opportunities for networking and 
cross-learning, and by connecting them to other funding opportunities. We 
also are applying our influence to inform policymakers and donors by bring-
ing attention to grassroots voices.  
 

Evidence for Grassroots Solutions 

With our grantee partners, we are working to fill the evidence gap on how 
grassroots-led work reduces child marriage and early unions. Better evi-
dence will increase donor confidence in funding community-based organiza-
tions, generating significant new resources for local solutions. New data 
and stories will amplify girls’ voices so that they can influence decision-mak-
ing and policy change at all levels. Intentional learning on what works 
means that, together with our grantees, we can all tackle the root causes of 
child marriage faster and better.  



Building Evidence for Grassroots Solutions

The Girls First Fund’s first two years of granting focused on learning and how 
the Fund and its grantee partners can work together toward ending child 
marriage. In this initial grantmaking phase we funded 177 organizations 
across six countries. We also gathered key insights from girl participants, 
grantee partners, donors, and other partners. This collective wisdom has 
now informed the Fund’s unique role as part of a global effort to ensure girls 
can make their own choices.
 

Holistic grantmaking approach helps identify and 
address root causes of child marriage

Throughout these two years of granting, we witnessed the dominance of 
socio-cultural beliefs and norms that subjugate girls, restricting their choice 
and freedom, and controlling their sexuality and movement. The evidence 
we gathered confirmed that child marriage exists as a symptom and 
manifestation of patriarchy and gender inequality across a wide range of 
cultures and geographies. Gender norms combined with economic and other 
forces create an intense pressure for girls to marry early. 
 
Our grantmaking launched with the Fund’s hypothesis that communities are 
strategically positioned to formulate and enact effective solutions for an 
issue as deeply rooted as child marriage. The last two years have confirmed 
that we need to look beyond delaying the age of early marriage and early 
unions to embrace feminist principles of choice, autonomy, and equality. 
While focused on community organizations that are addressing child 
marriage, our initial grantmaking took a wide lens to explore the many 
interrelated causes that frame this issue—from access to sexual and 
reproductive information and services to national policies that reinforce 
inequities. 
 
Our grantee partners use different strategies to end child marriage, 
including increasing access to formal and informal education, providing 
livelihoods support, promoting girls’ leadership, building support from 
traditional and religious leaders, changing legal frameworks, and more. 
Together, we are generating evidence about how and in what ways 
community-based organizations are ending child marriage. 

 
 

In deeply traditional villages in Niger, for 
example, efforts range from community 
discussions on the harms of child marriage 
to normalizing education for girls and 
creating alternatives to child marriage. 
Grantee partners are successfully engaging 
with religious leaders who have begun to 
speak out for the rights of girls and to verify 
ages before officiating marriage 
ceremonies. 
 
Other grantee partners are working to shift 
norms through community dialogue while 
providing support for girls to finish 
secondary school. In one remote village, 
grantee-led community discussions 
resulted in a public declaration by the 
community to abandon a traditional 
practice in which girls are betrothed to a 
future husband at just four years, with 
marriage usually occurring when the girl is 
in her early teens. 

EARLY FINDINGS



Pilot grantmaking model effectively directs 
resources to underfunded grassroots groups 

In our first two years we confirmed the viability of our grantmaking 
processes, funding 177 organizations—36 percent of which had not 
received long-term, international funding before. 

This metric lies at the very core of our raison d’etre, the beating heart 
of the Fund’s purpose—to connect major funding with the efforts of 
underfunded grassroots change-makers.
 
The Girls First Fund’s grants enabled many underfunded grassroots 
groups to scale up their work, serve more girls support change agents 
in hard-to-reach places, and, in some cases, access other 
international funding sources. 

Connections to other community-based 
organizations spark collective action

Organizations funded by the Girls First Fund are not only 
underfunded, but also under-resourced in terms of time and ability to 
convene, share learnings, and network with other grassroots leaders. 
These organizations have rich, robust knowledge about what works 
in their respective community—learning and continually innovating 
to achieve change. 

The Fund convened grantees in person before the COVID-19 
pandemic lockdowns and connected groups virtually over the past 
year. Grantees report how powerful these connections are—creating 
meaningful learning opportunities and building a sense of solidarity i
n a context where many are working in deep isolation.

 
 

In the Dominican Republic, grantee 
partners refer survivors of sexual 
abuse to a fellow Girls First Fund 
grantee partner to provide mental 
health services and legal support. 

In Nepal, grantees joined together 
to create the young-women-led 
Province Level Network Against 
Child Marriage, which secured 
additional, outside funding as a 
group to respond to the heightened 
needs of women and girls during 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Collaborating 
to achieve impact
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Partnerships bridge local voices and international 
actors to influence policy

The Fund is playing a key role in facilitating grantee partner relationships 
with national and international advocacy groups to increase the visibility 
and influence of grassroots groups over the long term. Our team linked 
grantee partners with advocacy platforms and movements including Girls 
Not Brides, national civil society coalitions and platforms, funders, and other 
INGOs working to address child marriage. We learned that the Fund has a 
crucial role in unlocking access to important conversations, and in providing 
assistance to local organizations and young women leaders to equip them 
to participate and be heard. 
 
In Uganda, for example, our team liaised with government leaders and other 
civil society groups to include grantee partners’ input into updating the 
National Strategy to End Child Marriage. In the Dominican Republic, we 
facilitated the inclusion of our grantee partners in the national 
roundtable discussing the country’s first child marriage policy, adding 
grassroots perspectives to the conversation. Through these efforts, 
organizations that would not have had access to these exchanges added a 
local, community perspective and engaged youth in strategic influencing.

COVID-19 pandemic responses demonstrate 
strength and adaptability of grassroots efforts

Our learning in the first two years of granting confirmed the essential role 
that grassroots groups play in global efforts to end child marriage. We 
observed how the power of community-based organizations lies not only in 
their geographical presence in their community but also in their 
relationships, trust, and understanding of local dynamics of culture and 
power. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic amplified how these community organizations can 
quickly respond to crises. The pandemic exposed new and urgent needs of 
girls and women, including reduced access to food and income, increased 
gender-based violence, and decreased education and other services. It is 
expected that child marriages will increase as families suffer financially and 
options for girls to return to school remain limited.  
 
Given their proximity to the community, our grantee partners are working to 
respond to the COVID-19 crisis in appropriate and safe ways—adapting 
their programs to safely reach girls and seeking ways to address their new 
needs. 

 

 
 

Looking ahead

Moving forward, we plan to increase the number of community-based 
organizations that we support in the six countries and across the globe, and 
to make a long-term commitment to their work. The work ahead is 
significant. Supporting the ongoing shift towards gender equality and zero 
child marriages will require time and commitment, but the moment is now. 
Connecting unprecedented resources to community-based organizations is 
a critical part of the way toward a world where every girl can decide when, if, 
and whom to marry.  
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We are catalyzing transformative change at the 
grassroots 
 
Grassroots efforts can accelerate progress towards ending child marriage 
while increasing gender equality. That’s why the Girls First Fund shifts 
large-scale financial resources to those best equipped to create deep, last-
ing change—community-based organizations. 
 

Big Money to Underfunded Organizations

The Girls First Fund provides a simple, impactful way for philanthropists to 
fund grassroots efforts to end child marriage. By maximizing the benefits of 
collaboration, donors pool their resources to bring unprecedented financial 
support and attention to effective but underfunded organizations. We 
achieve more together, championing innovative community-led efforts so 
that all girls can determine their own future. 
 

Locally-driven Solutions

Grassroots efforts are pivotal to ending child marriage yet remain drastical-
ly underfunded. The power of local organizations stems from their unique 
position within and identity as part of the community. They understand cul-
tural norms, know how to reach the most vulnerable girls, and can effective-
ly engage local stakeholders and decision-makers. Our partners’ holistic, 
overlapping approaches range from education to advocacy, from sexual and 
reproductive health and rights to legal services—because they know what 
works in their local context. This comparative advantage makes communi-
ty-based organizations key to addressing gender inequality and achieving 
real and lasting change. 

Shifting Power to Girls and Communities 

Shifting power to girls and community change-agents is necessary for au-
thentic change to happen. We know those most affected by gender inequali-
ty and child marriage are the best positioned to design and implement solu-
tions. That’s why we prioritize community-based organizations that are 
women-led and/or girl-centered and actively seek to build girls’ power by 
involving them in meaningful ways in their work. Our partners amplify the 
voices of girls, community members, and grantees to shift power and affirm 
individuals’ rights to shape their own future.

 


