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Fund lessons learned: Supporting Gender Equality and Social
Inclusion (GESI)

Purpose, scope and evidence base

This brief captures portfolio-level learning on Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) across UK
Aid Match Il (UKAM). It draws on evidence from grant holder reports, GESI Responsiveness
Assessments, portfolio performance data, Communities of Practice and fund manager reflections
gathered throughout the life of the fund. The findings represent indicative learning intended to
inform future funders, fund managers and implementing organisations.

A note on terminology

This paper uses the term Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI), reflecting the terminology used
throughout UKAM. Since the fund was designed, the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office
(FCDO) has increasingly adopted the term Gender Equality, Disability and Social Inclusion (GEDSI),
recognising the need for more explicit attention to disability inclusion. Interestingly, this shift reflects
one of the key lessons emerging from the portfolio: while gender equality was often well understood
and embedded, disability inclusion typically required more deliberate investment, support and
capacity strengthening to achieve comparable progress.

Lesson 1: Mainstreaming GESI in a challenge fund requires more than good
intentions

The challenge

A defining feature of UKAM was its breadth. As a challenge fund, it deliberately sought to attract a
wide range of organisations working across different sectors, geographies and thematic areas. This
openness was a significant strength, enabling innovation and diversity across the portfolio. However,
this also meant grant holders entered the fund with very different levels of experience, capacity and
commitment relating to gender equality and social inclusion.

While many organisations arrived with established approaches to gender equality, experience of
disability inclusion was often more limited. Across the portfolio there was considerable variation in
how organisations understood and addressed the drivers of exclusion, discrimination and unequal
power. Early reviews found that "good" GESI practice could not be assumed, even among experienced
organisations. Projects frequently prioritised participant reach and disaggregated reporting, while
placing less emphasis on understanding how interventions influenced voice, agency, decision-making
and longer-term inclusion outcomes.

The challenge was particularly evident in relation to disability inclusion. While reporting requirements
encouraged the collection of disability-disaggregated data, many organisations initially approached
disability primarily as a measurement requirement rather than a strategic design consideration. In
practice this often resulted in narrow definitions of disability, limited engagement with organisations
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of people with disabilities, and insufficient attention to barriers that prevented meaningful
participation.

A wider lesson emerged from this experience. Mainstreaming GESI cannot be achieved solely through
policy commitments or reporting requirements. Organisations need a shared understanding of what
meaningful inclusion looks like in practice, alongside the skills, resources and incentives required to
deliver it. Without this, implementation can easily drift towards compliance-focused approaches
centred on participant numbers and disaggregated reporting rather than deeper changes in power,
participation and inclusion.

The response: how UKAM's approach evolved

As evidence emerged across the portfolio, it became increasingly clear that guidance and good
intentions alone were insufficient to support consistent progress on gender equality and social
inclusion. While many organisations demonstrated strong commitment, there was considerable
variation in how GESI was understood, prioritised and translated into project design, implementation
and reporting. Projects frequently collected disaggregated data, but this did not necessarily translate
into deeper analysis of power, participation, agency or inclusion outcomes.

In response, UKAM progressively strengthened its approach to GESI. Rather than introducing a single
intervention, the fund manager developed an interconnected package of tools, guidance and support
mechanisms designed to create clearer expectations, improve accountability and strengthen
organisational capacity. This evolution was informed not only by evidence from the UKAM portfolio
itself, but also by wider fund management experience and an increasing emphasis on learning,
partnership and adaptive management.

Central to this evolution was the introduction of Gender and Disability Responsiveness Assessments.
These frameworks enabled projects to assess performance across four dimensions:

e Project design and implementation
e Participation and voice

e Results measurement

e |earning and adaptation.

Rather than treating GESI as a binary issue of compliance or non-compliance, the assessments
recognised that organisations were on a journey. Projects were assessed along a continuum ranging
from unaware through to transformative, creating a common language for discussing progress,
identifying weaknesses and setting realistic ambitions for improvement.

The assessments were supported by tailored feedback, annual review discussions and, later, project-
specific GESI Action Plans. These action plans encouraged grant holders to translate assessment
findings into practical and measurable commitments, helping organisations move beyond broad
aspirations towards concrete changes in project design, delivery and learning processes.
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Alongside this work, the fund manager introduced a Composite Scoring methodology following
recommendations from FCDO annual reviews. This broadened performance assessment beyond
traditional logframe delivery metrics, incorporating dimensions such as GESI and sustainability into
overall project performance assessments. Importantly, this signalled that inclusion was not a
peripheral consideration, but a core component of effective programme delivery and performance.

The fund manager also invested in a range of complementary support mechanisms, including updated
guidance, technical coaching, discussion series events, Communities of Practice and learning
products. Over time, particular attention was given to disability inclusion, reflecting growing evidence
that many organisations required additional support to move beyond basic accessibility
considerations towards more holistic and intersectional approaches.

Collectively, these changes represented more than the introduction of new tools. They reflected a
broader shift away from a primarily compliance-focused approach towards one that combined
accountability with learning, capacity strengthening and partnership. While implementation was not
always straightforward, the experience generated a series of important lessons about what enables
meaningful progress on gender equality and social inclusion within diverse grant portfolios.

What changed? Four lessons from the portfolio

The introduction of GESI Responsiveness Assessments, action plans, Composite Scoring and targeted
support produced uneven but visible shifts across the portfolio. Four key lessons emerged

Lesson 1: Clarity and accountability shifted practice beyond compliance

Across the portfolio, the strongest improvements occurred when expectations around gender
equality and social inclusion were made explicit and linked to project performance. Clear assessment
frameworks, defined standards and structured feedback helped organisations move beyond viewing
GESI as a reporting requirement and towards seeing it as a core component of project quality and
effectiveness.

This shift was important because many organisations initially equated inclusion with participant reach
or disaggregated reporting. While these were important foundations, they provided limited insight
into whether projects were influencing decision-making, agency, leadership or social norms. The
introduction of clearer expectations and performance metrics encouraged a more deliberate focus on
how interventions affected power, participation and inclusion outcomes.

The combination of Responsiveness Assessments, Action Plans and Composite Scoring also helped
create a shared language for discussing inclusion. Rather than asking whether a project was simply
"doing GESI", organisations were able to identify strengths, gaps and realistic priorities for
improvement. This moved conversations beyond compliance towards a more practical discussion
about quality, evidence and implementation.

Several grant holders highlighted the value of having clearer assessment frameworks and
expectations. Rather than relying solely on broad principles, organisations were able to identify
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specific areas for improvement and track progress over time, helping to strengthen internal
ownership of inclusion objectives.

Importantly, organisations responded most positively when expectations were both ambitious and
achievable. Experience from later funding rounds suggested that projects benefitted from establishing
realistic inclusion ambitions grounded in evidence and context, rather than relying on aspirational
targets that proved difficult to achieve in practice. This reinforced the importance of investing time
upfront in analysis, baselines and project design.

The experience also highlighted a broader lesson for fund management. Organisations rarely improve
simply because additional guidance is issued. Progress was strongest where expectations were clear,
performance was discussed openly, and grant holders were supported to understand what good
practice looked like within their own context.

Implication: Future funding mechanisms or work with civil society should move beyond requiring
disaggregated data alone. Explicit expectations, realistic baselines and accountability mechanisms
help organisations understand what meaningful inclusion looks like and provide stronger incentives
for improvement.

Lesson 2: Disability inclusion often required more deliberate support than gender equality

Portfolio analysis consistently suggested that disability inclusion was more difficult to mainstream
than gender equality. While many organisations entered the fund with existing gender expertise,
dedicated disability expertise was less common, and approaches to inclusion were often narrower in
scope. Despite these challenges, a number of projects demonstrated that meaningful progress was
possible where organisations combined specialist expertise, strong partnerships and deliberate
investment in inclusion.

One of the most significant challenges was that organisations frequently approached disability
through a physical accessibility lens or focused on a single impairment group. The portfolio
experience demonstrated that meaningful inclusion requires a broader understanding of disability,
recognising intersecting barriers related to gender, age, poverty, stigma and social exclusion. In
several cases, organisations that were highly specialised in a particular disability area strengthened
their approaches over time by adopting a more holistic and intersectional understanding of inclusion.
For example, several disability-focused organisations used the GESI frameworks to move beyond
impairment-specific approaches and consider wider barriers to participation, representation and
access. This helped broaden discussions from service provision alone towards questions of power,
agency and inclusion.

A second lesson concerned data. Some organisations treated limited national disability data as an
unavoidable constraint. Others actively challenged those limitations, working with government
systems, health providers and organisations of people with disabilities to improve data quality and
visibility. These projects often generated benefits extending beyond the project itself, strengthening
local systems and creating evidence that could support future programming.
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In some cases, projects worked directly with government systems and service providers to strengthen
disability-related data collection and visibility, demonstrating that data gaps can sometimes be
addressed rather than simply accepted as a limitation.

The portfolio also highlighted the value of peer learning. UKAM included a number of organisations
with significant disability expertise, including organisations focused primarily on disability rights and
inclusion. Through Communities of Practice, discussion series events and informal learning exchanges,
these organisations helped others navigate common challenges around disability identification,
accessible programming, partnerships with organisations of people with disabilities and inclusive data
collection. This demonstrated the potential for challenge funds to function not only as financing
mechanisms, but also as platforms for technical learning and capacity strengthening across a diverse
portfolio.

Finally, the experience highlighted practical implementation barriers. Reaching the most marginalised
populations often required additional investment, whether through accessibility adaptations,
specialist expertise, sign language interpretation, accessible communications or engagement with
representative organisations. Standard value-for-money approaches do not always recognise these
additional costs, potentially creating disincentives for inclusive programming.

Implication: Disability inclusion should not be assumed to emerge automatically. Future funding
models or support to civil society should explicitly resource disability expertise, invest in partnerships
with organisations of people with disabilities, make greater use of peer learning within portfolios, and
recognise that reaching the furthest behind may require different approaches and additional
investment.

Lesson 3: Participation, voice, learning and adaptation were consistently the hardest
dimensions

Across the portfolio, projects generally found it easier to strengthen project design and results
reporting than to demonstrate meaningful progress in participation, voice, learning and adaptation.
These dimensions proved more challenging because they required organisations to address questions
of power, decision-making and organisational culture rather than simply improving technical
processes.

Many projects initially interpreted participation as attendance or representation within project
activities. Over time, portfolio learning highlighted a more important distinction: participation is not
simply about being present, but about having influence. The strongest examples of inclusion
demonstrated how women, people with disabilities and other marginalised groups shaped decisions,
informed project design and influenced implementation. While often more difficult to evidence, these
shifts represented a more meaningful measure of inclusion than participation figures alone.

Annual report reviews frequently identified examples where attendance figures were presented as
evidence of participation. Over time, project teams were increasingly encouraged to demonstrate
how women, people with disabilities and other marginalised groups were influencing decisions,
shaping activities and contributing to project learning.
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Learning and adaptation presented similar challenges. Effective adaptation requires organisations to
collect relevant evidence, critically reflect on what it means and adjust implementation accordingly.
This demanded both technical skills and organisational commitment. Even well-resourced
organisations often found this difficult, while wider sector trends such as localisation and
organisational restructuring sometimes reduced access to dedicated monitoring, evaluation and
learning expertise.

The UKAM experience reinforced a broader lesson also emerging from the fund's performance
management work: transformational change is rarely achieved through measurement alone. Rather,
it depends on organisations having the capacity, confidence and space to examine evidence critically,
challenge assumptions and respond to what they find. Projects that treated learning as an active
process generally demonstrated stronger reflection, adaptation and ultimately stronger inclusion
outcomes.

This finding feels particularly relevant as development actors increasingly emphasise localisation and
partnership-led approaches. While these models rightly place greater decision-making power closer
to communities, they also require investment in learning systems, reflection and adaptive
management. Without these capabilities, participation risks becoming symbolic rather than genuinely
influential.

Implication: Future funding models and work with civil society should place greater emphasis on
learning, reflection and adaptive management, recognising that these capabilities are essential for
effective inclusion but often under-resourced. Investment in participation and voice must extend
beyond representation alone and focus on how marginalised groups influence decisions and shape
change.

Lesson 4: Progress was strongest where accountability was combined with partnership
and support

Perhaps the strongest lesson from UKAM was that tools alone did not drive change. Responsiveness
Assessments, Composite Scores, action plans and reporting frameworks provided useful structure,
but their value came from how they were used. Across the portfolio, the most significant
improvements occurred when these tools were paired with constructive challenge, technical support
and ongoing dialogue between grant holders and the fund manager.

Annual review discussions, tailored feedback, Communities of Practice and technical coaching created
opportunities for deeper reflection than reporting alone could provide. These interactions allowed
organisations to interrogate assumptions, strengthen evidence, share experiences and identify
practical responses to inclusion challenges within their own contexts. For many grant holders, these
conversations became as important as the tools themselves, helping to translate broad GESI
principles into practical decisions about project design, implementation and adaptation.

Importantly, this was not simply a capacity-strengthening exercise. Structured tools created a shared
framework for assessing performance and maintaining accountability, while ongoing engagement
created the trust and confidence needed for organisations to discuss challenges openly and respond
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to feedback constructively. The combination of accountability and support proved more powerful
than either approach in isolation.

The experience also highlighted the importance of peer learning. Communities of Practice and
learning exchanges enabled organisations facing similar challenges to share practical solutions, while
allowing specialist organisations to contribute expertise across the wider portfolio. This created
opportunities for collective learning that would have been difficult to achieve through one-to-one
grant management alone.

As UKAM evolved, the role of the fund manager increasingly extended beyond oversight and
assurance to include facilitation, coaching, convening and learning. While robust fiduciary oversight
and performance management remained essential, the strongest progress on inclusion was often
achieved through relationships, dialogue and shared problem-solving. This suggests that fund
management can play an important role not only in assuring performance, but in creating the
conditions that enable organisations to improve it.

Implication: Future funding models and work with civil society should seek to balance accountability
with learning and support. Strong performance management systems remain important, but are likely
to be most effective when combined with opportunities for reflection, peer learning, technical
assistance and honest dialogue about what is - and is not - working.

Implications for future funding models

While these lessons emerged from a challenge fund, many remain relevant as donors increasingly
explore partnership-led and locally led approaches to development funding. The UKAM experience
suggests that meaningful progress on gender equality and social inclusion depends not only on what
is funded, but on how expectations are set, how learning is supported, and how partnerships are
managed. Four implications stand out.

Design inclusion in from the outset

Inclusion is most effective when embedded within programme design, resourcing and performance
expectations from inception. Efforts to introduce new approaches and methodologies during
implementation can generate important improvements, but often create additional burdens for both
implementing organisations and fund managers. Future funding models should therefore invest early
in contextual analysis, baseline development and realistic ambition setting, ensuring that inclusion
considerations are integrated into project design from the beginning.

Invest in analysis, learning and adaptation

Many of the most significant inclusion challenges identified across the portfolio originated before
implementation began. Weak baselines, limited contextual analysis and unrealistic assumptions often
restricted organisations' ability to understand and address exclusion effectively.

Future programmes should therefore invest in inception, co-design and learning processes that
enable organisations and partners to undertake robust gender, disability and social inclusion analysis,
establish meaningful baselines, strengthen partnerships and referral networks, test assumptions and
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adapt over time. This is particularly important within partnership-led and locally led approaches,
where contextual knowledge and collaborative decision-making are central to effective delivery.

Resource disability inclusion appropriately

Disability inclusion consistently required additional expertise, partnerships and investment to achieve
results comparable to those seen in gender equality. Future funding models should explicitly support
partnerships with organisations of people with disabilities, promote broader and more intersectional
understandings of disability, and ensure projects have access to appropriate technical expertise.

The UKAM experience also highlights the value of specialist organisations within a wider portfolio.
Communities of Practice and peer-learning mechanisms created opportunities for organisations with
extensive disability expertise to share knowledge and practical experience with others earlier in their
inclusion journey. Future funding models should actively harness these opportunities for peer
learning and capacity strengthening.

Finally, value-for-money approaches should recognise that reaching the furthest behind may require
additional costs. Funding mechanisms should avoid unintentionally disincentivising organisations from
working with the most marginalised populations.

Balance accountability with partnership

The experience of UKAM suggests that accountability and partnership should not be viewed as
competing priorities. Robust assurance, fiduciary oversight and performance management remain
essential, particularly when managing public funds. However, the strongest results emerged where
these functions were combined with trusted relationships, constructive challenge, learning and
technical support.

As donors increasingly explore partnership-led and locally led approaches, fund managers may find
themselves playing a broader role alongside compliance and assurance functions, including convening
stakeholders, facilitating peer learning, supporting capacity strengthening and helping partners
navigate complex implementation challenges. Future systems should seek to balance accountability
with support, recognising that sustainable progress on inclusion is most likely where organisations are
challenged, trusted and supported to learn.

Conclusion

The UKAM experience suggests that mainstreaming gender equality and social inclusion is not
primarily a technical challenge. It is an organisational and relational one.

Clear expectations, meaningful accountability and appropriate tools all matter. However, lasting
progress was most evident where these were combined with learning, dialogue and sustained
partnership. Across the portfolio, the most significant gains occurred not simply because
organisations collected better data or adopted new frameworks, but because they developed a
deeper understanding of inclusion, reflected critically on evidence, and adapted their approaches
over time.
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As development funding models continue to evolve towards more partnership-led and locally led
approaches, these lessons may prove more important than any single framework, scorecard or
methodology. The challenge for future funders will be to create systems that maintain accountability
and rigour, while also providing the trust, flexibility and support needed to achieve meaningful and
lasting inclusion.
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