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1.  INTRODUCTION 01
THE CORNERSTONE FUND 

The Cornerstone Fund (the Fund) is a collaborative funding programme developed 
in 2017 to progress the ambitions of The Way Ahead. The Way Ahead is a joint 
initiative by civil society, public sector bodies and funders which aims to enable: “a 
thriving Civil Society, which is adaptable, resilient, collaborative, sustainable and 
driven by communities, which will lead to improved outcomes for Londoners.”

The first phase of the Fund (‘Round 1’), launched in April 2018, aimed to contribute 
to the Way Ahead goal by funding partnership approaches led by civil society 
support organisations, to bring about systems change to build stronger, more 
resilient communities and in turn achieve better outcomes for Londoners.

Early in the Fund’s development, funders and funded partnerships identified the 
following two key ambitions to help bring about the systems change needed to 
achieve the Way Ahead goal:

SYSTEMS CHANGE AMBITION 2
Developing a new way of funding to achieve a thriving Civil Society for 
Londoners and influencing for the adoption of this practice more widely.

SYSTEMS CHANGE AMBITION 1
Developing and testing new ways of working (for civil society support 

organisations) to achieve a thriving Civil Society for Londoners.

THIS REPORT

This Executive Summary identifies key learning points from Round 1 of the 
Fund over the past two years. It focuses on the progress and learning of 
funded partnerships (section 2) and funders (section 3), then explores the 
potential for overall systemic change against the Way Ahead goal (section 
4). It then summarises key conclusions for the Cornerstone Fund and wider 
recommendations for civil society organisations and funders (section 5).

A more detailed main learning report is available on request.
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Each of the ten Cornerstone Fund partnerships differ in terms of their size, structure, the type of partners 
involved, area of focus, geographical reach, and duration and scope. While they are a diverse set of initiatives, 
all are developing collaborative projects, connecting with partners and communities from across their locality or 
interest group to strengthen their collective efforts – whether that be on building the capacity of and connecting 
civil society groups, helping increase the voice and influence of communities, or influencing policy and practice. 

THE FUNDED PARTNERSHIPS

Project name Lead 
organisation Partners

Communicating the Race 
Equality Message Effectively

Race On the 
Agenda BTEG and The Runnymede Trust

Datawise London Superhighways London Plus, DataKind UK, HEAR, Coalition for Efficiency and Makerble

H4All – Stronger together H4All
Hillingdon Borough Council, Hillingdon CCG, Hillingdon Confederation 
of GPs, Hillingdon Health and Care Partnership (HHCP ) and a range of 

Voluntary, Community and Third Sector groups across Hillingdon
London Village Network – 

Young People’s Foundation 
Partnership

Local Village 
Network

Widen range of partners including for example local authorities, City 
and Islington College and the Metropolitan Police

NetEquality HEAR Network Consortium, David Wilcox, Drew Mackie, Inclusion London, Refugee 
Council and Superhighways

North Camden Zone 
Community  Action Initiative The Winch Widen range of partners including for example the local authority, 

housing providers and community groups
Refugee Advocacy Forum for 

London
The Refugee 

Council 14 co-founding members of the forum

Setting the research agenda 
with, and, for young Londoners

Partnership for 
Young London London Youth, Centre for Youth Impact, Young People’s Foundations 

The Power Sharing Project Sheila McKechnie 
Foundation Members of the Community of Practice and Core Learning Group

The London VCSE Health and 
Wellbeing Transformation 

Project

Community Links 
Bromley

Hackney CVS, Metro GAVS, Enfield Voluntary Action and Merton 
Voluntary Service Council

Table 1: Cornerstone Fund projects summary

LEARNING APPROACH 

Collaborate CIC acts as learning partner 
to the Fund.

The insights in this report are based on 
interviews, surveys, focus groups and learning 
events with project lead partners, project 
partners and funders from November 2018 – 
November 2020, along with document reviews 
(of application forms and monitoring reports). 

We developed the below learning framework to 
help those involved in the Fund reflect on and 
understand progress. Systems change typically 
involves changing deep-rooted mindsets, 
behaviours, relationships and structures, and 
therefore tangible outcomes for people and 
communities may take years to emerge. For 
this reason, it is important to consider what 
foundations are being put in place for deeper, 
broader and more sustainable change. The 
foundations identified in the framework reflect 
key conditions for enabling systems change and 
their presence suggests that positive outcomes 
are more likely to emerge in the long term.
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Leaders across the project 
promote collaboration, giving 

permission and encouragement 
to others to work beyond 

institutional boundaries, develop 
new connections, and take shared 

action to improve outcomes 
for Londoners. We have a 

good understanding of power 
dynamics, cultivate relevant 

influencing networks and engage 
in platforms to influence change.

Diagram 1: The Cornerstone Fund Learning Framework

We have a deep 
understanding of the system: 

the stakeholders within it, 
their roles, relationships and 
incentives. We understand 

what behaviours are needed 
to work as part of a system in 
a way that puts outcomes for 

Londoners first.

We and key systems partners 
have a collective vision and 

sense of purpose for what we 
want to achieve together and 
an understanding of how we 
can each best contribute to 

achieving this.

We recognise the importance 
of learning and adapting when 
working as part of a complex 
system. We share data and 

insights to enable responsive 
decision making and adapt our 
plans in response to what we 

are learning. Insights from local 
people and communities are 
valued and well embedded.

We support Londoners 
to act and have a voice in 
decision making processes 
that affect their lives. Staff/

volunteers at all levels 
have the skills to support 

coproduction.

System awareness 
and behaviours 

Collective vision 
and purpose

Learning and  
adaptation

Influencing and  
leadership

Embedding voice 
and agency

FOUNDATIONS FOR SYSTEMS CHANGE

For the purpose of this report, we have summarised findings against the five 
foundations under four headlines, these are:

• System Awareness and Behaviours 
• Collaboration (encompassing Collective Vision & Purpose) 
• Learning and Adaptation
•  Power (encompassing both Influencing & Leadership and Voice & Agency) 

Below we outline key learning points in relation to these four areas – for funded 
partnerships (Section 2) and funders (Section 3).
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SYSTEMS CHANGE AMBITION 1
Developing and testing new ways of working (for civil society 
support organisations) to achieve the Way Ahead goal.

Collectively, civil society partnerships have made good progress towards this 
ambition. The space the Fund has provided to explore more systemic, collaborative 
ways of working was new for many partnerships and in some cases it took time to 
adjust and take advantage of the opportunities to work in different ways. For many 
of the partnerships, Year 1 was focused on developing the foundations for change 
(for example, developing the partnership and establishing shared vision), and Year 2 
on delivery. 

Progress so far has highlighted the opportunities presented by taking systemic, 
collaborative approaches, and specifically the valuable role that civil society 
infrastructure organisations can play as facilitators and connectors of collaborative 
approaches – a role that was more important than ever in the COVID-19 context.

This section highlights key learning themes across the ten partnerships in relation to 
the systems change foundations.

2. FUNDED PARTNERSHIPS: PROGRESS AND LEARNING 02
This section summarises progress and learning in relation to the first systems change ambition.
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SYSTEM AWARENESS & BEHAVIOURS 
While systems awareness and behaviours vary across projects, overall lead 
partners have reported improved understanding of systems change, greater 
awareness of the systems they are operating within, and evidence of more 
collaborative behaviours. The Cornerstone Fund offers a rare opportunity to 
enable partnerships to invest time in this kind of activity, and clear benefits 
are already beginning to emerge in terms of greater collaboration, shared 
understanding of issues, and joint delivery. 

KEY INSIGHTS

A. Understanding the system and the potential of collaboration.  
Partners have identified the value of approaching their work through a systems 
lens to better understand the interconnected nature of the issues they are tackling, 
uncover what approaches and resources already exist, and identify opportunities to 
align efforts with other stakeholders. 

B. Understanding the system is an ongoing priority.  
Partners have recognised the importance of not only developing awareness of the 
system in scoping the work, but continually revisiting this as the context changes to 
ensure their focus and tactics are relevant.

C. Holding the tension to focus on long term change.  
The changes partnerships seek to achieve are long term, and systemic approaches 
are more important than ever as inequalities deepen as a result of the pandemic. 
However, with the crisis creating pressure for short term fixes, ensuring a focus on 
long-term change, and managing the tensions in this is a crucial and ongoing role 
for lead partners.

“When you are trying to do things in practice, interacting with people, 
working on system change initiatives, you understand better what to do 
but you also understand how challenging it is to achieve system change. 

I understood that people want change but when it comes to working 
towards it, they seem to hesitate, or they behave in a way that suggests 
that they would rather prefer a short cut to that change.” 

–  LEAD PARTNER

D. Systems change in practice: making it real.  
Partners have gained experience of making systems change an accessible concept, 
exploring what it looks like at a hyperlocal level, and the value of rooting the 
work in tangible examples to demonstrate and galvanise people around signs 
of progress.

“The biggest achievement so far is being able to communicate with 
leaders of small organisations and convince them that with their small 
contributions they can be part of a system change which could potentially 
result in or achieve a tremendous positive change for their communities. 
Putting this idea into context and conceptualising this change in terms 
that can be easily digested.” 

–  LEAD PARTNER

E. Systems change roles: connecting and facilitating are essential enablers.  
Lead partners’ understanding of their role, and the role of civil society support more 
generally, in enabling systems change has developed through their involvement in 
the Fund. 

The Fund has highlighted the importance of funding activity beyond traditional 
‘delivery’ roles such as convening, facilitating, and connecting which are essential 
for enabling collaborative whole system efforts. The importance of these roles has 
been reinforced in response to the pandemic, with civil society infrastructure acting 
as a source of collective intelligence for the sector, distributing essential information 
and resources, and connecting and convening people and local groups and 
supporting them to act.

PARTNERSHIP LEARNING
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The development of partnership approaches has been an important 
achievement of the Fund which has incentivised collaboration in a way 
that the majority of funding programmes do not. 

KEY INSIGHTS

A. Partnerships have adopted a range of approaches to collaboration. 
The ten partnerships reflect a wide range of approaches to and intensities of 
collaboration. Projects recognised that they need to think consciously about 
what type of collaboration is relevant for different stages of their work and that 
they need to be fluid in their approach, with some anticipating a move to more 
intensive forms of collaboration over time. 

The pandemic had a range of impacts on collaboration. In some cases, 
partnerships worked more closely together, seeing the necessity of more 
joined up approaches in the time of crisis. In other cases, partners became 
less engaged due to capacity constraints.

B.  Developing collective vision and purpose: a challenging 
but crucial foundation. 

Developing collective vision and purpose has been a key focus for projects from 
the start. This has been an important achievement in itself - helping partners to 
align themselves and identify opportunities to work more effectively together. 
Partners have come to see the value in constantly reviewing purpose and 
strategies as a core feature of effective collaboration, enabling them to adapt 
their approach to the changing external context and ongoing learning.

“How we have approached this work has been different because it has 
been collaborative and partners haven’t been territorial. It’s evolved over 
time due to the freedom and flexibility.”

–  LEAD PARTNER

C. Developing ownership through a participatory approach. 
While partnerships have adopted a range of different approaches to developing 
their collective vision and purpose, doing this through a participatory approach has 
been a crucial way to understand the system together, build relationships and trust, 
and create ownership for delivering on the collective vision.

“Through this project we have learnt the need to be adaptive around 
local engagement strategies and if needs be to adapt those strategies to 
ensure widest possible involvement of the sector. We have also learnt the 
importance of engaging appropriate community leaders early in the process 
and to ensure that our processes are stakeholder driven.“

–  LEAD PARTNER

D. Challenges of collaboration. 
Collaboration is rarely straightforward, particularly as it requires partners to 
challenge the competitive approaches and behaviours typically driven by funding 
approaches. Reaching agreement between diverse partners on a shared vision and 
delivery approach, the level of time and resource required to manage partnership 
approaches and the difficulty of building trust and relationships when working 
remotely are among the key challenges experienced by partnerships. 

E. Benefits of collaboration. 
Funding for partnerships has been a valuable and relatively rare opportunity which 
has enabled new thinking and practice. Benefits of collaboration have included 
improved understanding of partners’ roles in the system to enable better alignment 
towards shared goals, stronger collective voice, and a sense of being “all in it 
together” in tackling the challenges presented by the pandemic.

PARTNERSHIP LEARNING

COLLABORATION
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LEARNING AND ADAPTATION 
Learning and adaptation has proven to be an even more important feature 
than partners anticipated at the start and has been a key area in which 
their practice has developed. Developing and deepening a culture of 
learning is an ongoing priority for partnerships.

KEY INSIGHTS

A. Continually adapting to a changing external context.  
Changes in the external context have required projects to learn and adapt 
throughout to seize new opportunities and respond to new challenges. 
The pandemic has had a significant impact on the partnerships, but as the 
foundations for adaptive approach had been created from the start, and with 
continued flexibility from funders, partnerships adjusted work to respond to 
the changing context.

“With so many different moving parts and a variety of partners involved 
we need to be able to change direction, adapt our approach and often 
surrender a work stream and start again for the benefit of the project 
and ultimately for systems change to occur.”

–  LEAD PARTNER

B. The role of experimentation.   
Experimentation is a crucial tool for identifying ways to address complex 
social challenges. From the start, projects acknowledged the importance 
of experimentation in iteratively testing approaches, building insights, and 
shaping their strategy.

“I was previously thinking quite rigidly about the process of changing 
things, thinking we needed one solution that fits all which could solve 
all the problems outlined in the bid. I now see that diversity of tactics 
and entry points is key,’including understanding differing needs and 
approaching things in many different ways.”

–  LEAD PARTNER

C. Developing and embedding a learning culture.  
The development of a learning culture and intentional processes to support this has 
been an important feature of many partnerships. For some, embedding learning 
as a core feature of their practice is new – influenced by the reality of working on 
systems change initiatives and the tangible value they have experienced from 
sharing insights with partners, enabled by the flexibility the Cornerstone Fund 
offers. 

For some partners, there has been a noticeable shift in mindset and behaviours as 
a result of engaging in open, ongoing learning with peers, which has potential for 
changing practice in the long term.

“I’ve noticed a big difference in culture and ways of working, for 
example, the focus on organic learning – there is constant focus on 
learning and linking up in the network.”  

–  PROJECT PARTNER

PARTNERSHIP LEARNING
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POWER 
Shifting power is central to achieving the ambitions of the Fund to create 
systemic and lasting change that contributes to a thriving civil society driven 
by communities. Cornerstone Fund partnerships aim to distribute greater 
power to Londoners, particularly those facing the greatest inequalities, through 
increasing voice and agency at multiple levels – by supporting civil society 
organisations to lead change and in turn support Londoners, and by building 
collective influence and leadership as a sector. 

KEY INSIGHTS

A. Building voice and agency of Londoners.  
Some partnerships are working directly with communities to explore how they 
can drive systemic change, including through broadening perspectives and 
understanding, creating new networks and connections, helping Londoners realise 
they have the agency to lead change, and building the skills and confidence to 
enable this.

B. Supporting civil society organisations to lead change.  
As well as working with Londoners directly, many partnerships work to help 
build the skills, capability and confidence of civil society organisations to enable 
them in turn to support the involvement of Londoners in leading change. 
Partner organisations have also built skills and understanding as a result of their 
involvement, including in approaches to engaging with diverse communities, which 
will inform their wider organisational practice and influencing activity.

“I used to see power as very suppressive… I now see power is about 
understanding where you are, where you want to go and how others can 
help you.’ Or, as one person described, ‘Before the session I wouldn’t 
have thought I had the power to drive change. I always thought that 
was people in government.” 

–  PROJECT PARTNER

C. Collective influencing and leadership. 
In the case of place-based approaches working in defined geographies, this is 
typically about advocating on behalf of civil society, and specifically to embed the 
voice of local people in decision making, for example in relation to commissioning. 
For projects focused on specific sectors and subsectors, collective influencing is 
focused on amplifying the voice of specific groups across London. 

In many cases, the pandemic has increased awareness of structural inequalities that 
Cornerstone Fund projects seek to tackle and intensified the need for civil society 
organisations to advocate on behalf of and amplify the voice of Londoners who 
have been disproportionately affected.

“COVID has been a magnifying glass for the Cornerstone Fund agenda. 
We’re now in a much better position to advocate for the needs of 
different communities. Previously the public sector were scared that they 
had to give up power but now they are seeing the value of hearing voices 
they would not normally hear.” 

–  PROJECT PARTNER

D. Shifting power to create foundations for sustainable change.  
Shifting power is a complex and long-term endeavour. Partnerships have tested 
and uncovered important opportunities to put Londoners at the heart of driving 
change – from building the capacity, skills and confidence of individuals and civil 
society groups to lead change; to creating networks, forums and structures to build 
ownership by communities and grassroots organisations over the long term.

As work continues, there is much that projects can continue to learn from each 
other, and an opportunity to collectively influence for the wider structural changes 
needed to enable more community-led approaches.

PARTNERSHIP LEARNING
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This section summarises progress and learning in relation to the second systems change ambition.

SYSTEMS CHANGE AMBITION 2
Developing a new way of funding to achieve the Way Ahead goal and  
influencing for the adoption of this practice more widely 

Overall, the Fund has made progress in developing a new way of funding that 
aligns with the Way Ahead goal through developing a collaborative funding 
approach focusing on funding partnerships, systems change, civil society 
infrastructure, and prioritising learning and adaption. While none of these 
features are new alone, the combination of these features is distinct for the group 
of funders involved, many of whom see the Fund as an opportunity to learn 
about more people-centred and systemic approaches to funding as part of broader 
strategic shifts happening within their organisations.

While the Fund has made significant progress on developing a funding approach 
to help enable the Way Ahead goal, there are areas that can be developed further 
– both in continuing to learn and developing practice in relation to the partnerships 
that have been funded to date, and to inform further funding in the future. 

This section explores key learning and areas for development in relation to:

• Funding collaboration and systems change

• Funder collaboration 

Influencing for the adoption of new practices more widely is then explored 
in Section 4. 

3.  FUNDERS: PROGRESS AND LEARNING 03
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A. Development of systems change understanding among funders is ongoing.  
Understanding of systems change has developed less strongly among funders than 
funded partnerships. A key reason for this is the lack of proximity to the work on the 
ground (including funder capacity challenges in engaging with partnerships during 
the pandemic) and the delay in seeing tangible ‘impact’ compared to traditional 
service delivery projects. 

“The nature of the programme doesn’t give instant gratification 
– you don’t see the fruit immediately.”  

–  FUNDER

Funders, however, have identified some examples of how learning from the 
Fund has impacted wider practice. This includes exploring what systems change 
looks like at a local and hyper local level.

B. Systems change roles: funders as an enabler.  
Funders haveidentified the need to support projects’ work by playing more of a 
facilitative critical friend (rather than compliance-focused) role, and the resulting 
need to invest more time in the relationship with systems change initiatives. 

C. Increasing clarity on where the Fund should focus for maximum impact. 
Over the past two years, funders have become increasingly interested in 
approaches that tackle systemic inequalities, including the role of user-led 
organisations and grassroots groups more generally. The tightening of focus is 
an important step in the evolution of the Fund which has potential to maximise 
its impact for civil society and Londoners, particularly those who have been 
disproportionately impacted by COVID-19.

A. Funding collaborative approaches led by civil society support 
organisations an important breakthrough. 
Overall, projects and funders agree that the Fund represents an important 
recognition of the importance of collaboration and specifically the role of civil 
society support organisations in nurturing this. 

“We took some hefty risks in the field of infrastructure support and many 
have paid off.”

–  FUNDER

Funders and projects have together reflected on how the pandemic has reinforced 
the important role of infrastructure in mobilising and connecting communities and 
local actors, and the importance of embedding this role at the heart of what civil 
society support looks like in the future.

B. Funding collaborative approaches: insights and future priorities. 
The Fund has made an important contribution to funding and incentivising 
collaboration – something that is relatively rare and the Fund should advocate for 
more of. This includes sharing learning and further developing practice on the 
mechanics of funding collaboration, for example, making the process of developing 
partnership agreements more straightforward; and the need for all involved (funded 
partnerships and funders) to plan for and invest in the capacity for the coordination 
and facilitation required to enable meaningful partnership.

SYSTEM AWARENESS & BEHAVIOURS COLLABORATION 

FUNDER LEARNING: FUNDING COLLABORATION AND SYSTEMS CHANGE
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A. Creating a culture of learning and adaptation from the start. 
Funders’ willingness to launch the Fund without knowing all the answers and 
to develop it overtime has been a breakthrough in terms of funding in a more 
adaptive and experimental way. 

“We are providing funding to go on a journey, to enable a process to 
happen. We need to have level of acceptance and tolerance for risk.”  

–  FUNDER

The existing focus on enabling learning and adaptation meant that the flexibility 
funders overall offered in response to the pandemic was a continuation rather than 
departure from the Fund’s existing way of working. Projects continued to welcome 
the flexibility funders demonstrated during the pandemic, with many of them 
agreeing changes to project plans and timescales.

B. Development grants have been a crucial enabler of learning and adaptation. 
It has helped partners to deeply explore context, connect with partners and refine 
thinking. This developmental focus should be maintained throughout to enable 
partnerships to adapt as the context, priorities and tactics inevitably change 
over time.

C. Priorities for reinforcing and developing a culture of learning. 
While the Fund overall has clearly committed to enabling learning and adaptation, 
there are indications that in practice some funders have offered more flexibility than 
others, suggesting opportunities for greater alignment and peer support among 
funders around this in future to ensure a ‘fund-wide’ approach. Expectations for 
projects to engage in learning activity should be clearly communicated to Round 2 
applicants so they can budget adequately for this.

A. Shifting the power balance: creating more trusting and supportive 
funding relationships.  
A shift in power dynamics between funders and funded organisations is required 
to enable community-led change. A key part of our work as a learning partner has 
been to convene shared spaces for funders and lead partners to learn together. 
Learning sessions have been the first time that many lead partners have engaged 
in ongoing open dialogue between funders and funded organisations. This in itself 
is important in surfacing issues of power and discussing the implications of this for 
how the Fund needs to operate.

The flexibility offered by funders reflects a different type of relationship between 
funders and funded organisations than is typically the case. Overall projects have 
welcomed the new funding approach and the ‘new’ behaviours of funders, with 
funders overall seen as responsive, supportive and prepared to have a different and 
more honest kind conversation.

“There was a far closer relationship between funder and applicant from 
the get-go, which I think really helped to ensure that applications were 
meeting the desired outcomes for the funder and there was a clear sense 
of being part of ‘something bigger’ for the grantee.”

–  LEAD PARTNER

B. Influencing for wider change in funder behaviours. 
There are important opportunities for the Fund to focus on external influencing 
to tackle wider challenges in the power dynamics in funding and commissioning, 
and more joined-up approaches to tackling systemic inequalities in London 
more generally. 

LEARNING AND ADAPTATION POWER 

FUNDER LEARNING: FUNDING COLLABORATION AND SYSTEMS CHANGE
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FUNDER COLLABORATION 
The Fund represents a broad and diverse example of funder collaboration. For many funders involved, funder collaboration has been the dominant  
experience of the Fund and something the majority of funders identified as a key achievement of the Fund. 

A. Experimenting together. 
Funders have valued the opportunity to work together on what has been an 
uncertain and evolving approach that many viewed as risky. They welcomed the 
opportunity to work alongside others in navigating the experimental approach and 
have acknowledged how it has helped push their practice.

“We had license to go for it and take risks. It was uncertain but there 
was a willingness among funders – we all really wanted it to work even 
if it was a bit painful. This is ninety percent of the battle.”

–  FUNDER

B. Opportunities for funders to learn together in practice. 
Funders have valued the opportunities the Fund presents to learn together and 
from each other about funding infrastructure and systems change. This is partly 
about the opportunity the Fund provides for funders to more consistently meet and 
learn from each other as funders.

C. Maximising opportunities for learning. 
While funders have gained a lot from working together so far, there is a sense that 
more can be done to maximise the learning opportunities the Fund offers, and 
a need to put in place the practical infrastructure to enable this. Funder capacity 
is a key constraint. While it is important that senior engagement among funders 
remains at a strategic level, there are opportunities to bring more junior staff into 
some of the Fund conversations – to share learning more widely and to bring 
additional capacity for acting on priorities between meetings. 

D. The mechanisms for funder collaboration - making it work for 
funded partnerships. 
Overall, projects have not expressed strong opinions on the value of funder 
collaboration for the Fund. Some were broadly in favour as it involved funders 
modelling the behaviours the Fund looks to support and an opportunity to engage 
with more funders. Whereas others have found some of the logistics of funder 
collaboration confusing in the early stages. For example, understanding how 
decisions were being made, how funding timescales aligned among funders, and 
the implications for organisations funded by more than one funder.

Areas for improvement for Round 2 include clearer and earlier communication 
about what was expected by the Fund in terms of the funding process, decision 
making, and expectations on monitoring, evaluation and learning.

E. Foundations for further collaboration. 
The relationships established and processes adopted have enabled further 
collaboration, including creating positive foundations for funder collaboration in 
response to the pandemic, and the launching of Round 2 of the Fund.

“Funders have really come together and it’s really hard to imagine ever 
going back to funding in silos. If things go back, we will have failed. It’s a 
real opportunity to think about what systems change looks like, shaped 
by learning from the Way Ahead.” 

–  FUNDER

FUNDER LEARNING: FUNDER COLLABORATION
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BARRIERS 
Partnerships and funders identified the 
following barriers to systemic change within 
the Fund: 

•  The pandemic restricted the time and capacity 
of both funders and partnerships to focus on 
long term strategies for lasting change. 

•  Funding was over a short time frame – civil 
society partnerships need longer term funding 
to work towards systems change. 

•  Overcoming historic distrust when working with 
other organisations. 

The wider external context for civil society: 

•  Huge pressures on civil society survival in the 
context of the pandemic in the short term, 
and ability to meet the needs of people and 
communities in the longer term. 

•   Funding beyond the Fund typically incentivises 
competition not collaboration. 

•  Making the case for systems change approaches 
including long term, collaborative approaches 
and resourcing of these. 

•  The challenges and resource intensive nature of 
partnership working

• Working with statutory partners and structures

•  Power dynamics between funders/commissioners 
and civil society, and between civil society and 
Londoners

“Existing structures, attitudes and 
behaviours within established civil society, 
too often they are inflexible, inauthentic 
and even exploitative. As a result, they are 
often avoided by people and communities 
seeking to create change because of the 
cost in time, emotional burden, agency, and 
expectations.”

–  LEAD PARTNER

4.  OVERALL SYSTEMIC CHANGE 04
Throughout the course of the Fund, projects and funders have collectively identified key areas they want to explore together and work on to influence wider 
practice. Below we explore reflections from the partnerships and funders on the opportunities and barriers to create systemic change to enable Way Ahead 
approaches and resulting opportunities for collective influencing.

ACHIEVEMENTS 
Together civil society organisations and funders 
have made the following progress to creating 
systemic change: 

•  Experimenting and testing new ideas, ways of working 
and funding approaches to strengthen civil society

•  Deepening collective understanding of how 
systemic change can be driven by communities

•  Bringing organisations and funders together to have 
dialogue and gain a deeper shared understanding 
about the conditions required to achieve these aims. 

•  Demonstrating the value of civil society infrastructure. 

•  Creating a network of leaders to influence for 
Way Ahead approaches more widely.

“The Fund has set the tone for collaboration 
across the region, creating a network 
of people who can work together and have built 
trusted relationships.”

–  LEAD PARTNER
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COLLECTIVE INFLUENCING: THE POTENTIAL AND PRIORITIES
To make further progress on its systems change ambitions, the Fund will need to 
influence wider factors that impact the potential to embed Way Ahead approaches.

The Fund has important potential to make the case for more collaborative, systemic 
approaches to social change; share its learning; and demonstrate what different can 
look like. This is more important than ever in the context of the pandemic and the 
crucial role for collaborative systems approaches as part of recovery. 

Key opportunities for influencing identified by partnerships and funders:

•  Communications: at the most basic level, ensuring updated information about the 
Fund and funded organisations is available externally (i.e. on the City Bridge Trust, 
and potentially other funders’ websites). Additionally, there are opportunities to 
proactively share learning from the Fund and profile funded projects.

•  Capacity for influencing: considering what capacity is required among funders to 
support communications and coordinate influencing efforts, and seek to secure 
the appropriate resources. Much of this could be coordinated by more junior staff 
members that those leading the Fund.

•  Shaping COVID-19 recovery planning: many organisations are already involved 
in shaping London recovery planning and should seek to shape based on 
learning from the Fund, including key messages on the value of infrastructure, 
collaboration and long-term systemic approaches.

•  Cornerstone Fund Round 2: the process of launching and delivering Round 2 
is a crucial opportunity to share learning to date with potential new funders and 
applicants, and to influence the shape of future work based on this.
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PARTNERSHIPS
1. Overall, the Fund has made good progress towards systems change ambition 1 to develop and test 

new ways of working to achieve the Way Ahead goal. For many of the partnerships, Year 1 was focused 
on developing the foundations for change, and in Year 2 they have begun delivering on their ambitions.

2. The space the Fund has provided to explore more systemic, collaborative ways of working was new 
for many partnerships and for many it took some time to adjust and take advantage of the opportunities 
to work in different ways. In the recommendations below, we identify key areas of effective practice 
partnerships have developed to maximise the opportunities of a systemic collaborative approach.

3. The pandemic has had a significant impact on the partnerships, but as the foundations for an adaptive 
approach had been created from the start, and with continued flexibility from funders, partnerships 
adjusted work to respond to the changing context. 

4. The Fund has demonstrated the importance of systemic, collaborative approaches to social change, 
and specifically the valuable role of civil society infrastructure organisations, which were more important 
than ever in COVID-19 context. This highlights the importance of funding activity beyond traditional 
‘delivery’ roles such as convening, facilitating, and connecting which are essential for enabling 
collaborative whole system efforts.

5.  CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 05
This section summarises key conclusions for partnerships and funders involved in the Cornerstone Fund and wider recommendations relevant beyond the Fund 
– for civil society organisations interested in taking a collaborative systems change approach, and for funders interested in funding systems change and/or 
funder collaboration.

CONCLUSIONS FOR THE CORNERSTONE FUND
The Fund has been developed through an experimental approach which has resulted in rich learning for partnerships (lead partners and wider partners)  
and for funders. Key areas of progress, learning, and areas for development include:
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FUNDERS
5. Overall, important progress has been made in relation to systems change ambition 2 – testing 

new ways of funding. Funders’ willingness to launch the Fund without knowing all the answers 
and to develop it overtime has been a breakthrough in terms of funding in a more adaptive 
and experimental way.  

6. Learning for funders about what the funding approach enables for funded partnerships has 
been more limited in Year 2 due to capacity constraints resulting from the pandemic. Engaging 
directly with and learning from Round 1 partnerships is a priority for the coming year as their 
work advances and the impacts of a collaborative systemic, approach become more tangible.

7. All funders see the funder collaboration as adding value to their work and recognise it as an 
area of significant progress. The Fund has built trust and relationships which has enabled other 
funder collaborations such as the Civil Society Roots Fund, and created positive foundations for 
the London Community Response. There is a clear appetite from funders to continue to engage 
in Round 2.

8. Learning generated from Round 1 and the work undertaken in response to the pandemic 
has helped refine the focus for Round 2 which will have a more specific focus on tackling 
systemic inequalities, including the role of user-led organisations and grassroots groups. This 
is an important step in developing clarity of vision, and for reinforcing the focus on systemic, 
collaborative approaches that help shift power to enable sustainable change.

OVERALL CHANGE AND LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
9. The ‘wider influencing’ goal of systems change ambition 2 is 

the area that has received least focus to date. Opportunities to 
jointly influence practice across London and beyond should 
be a focus for the future and will require funders to create the 
capacity to coordinate this work. 
 
The Fund is an important development in funding for systems 
change, collaboration and civil society infrastructure but is still 
relatively early in its development with significant opportunities 
for ongoing learning from Round 2, and also as Round 1 
partnerships continue. Creating spaces for collective learning 
and peer support among partnerships and funders remains 
valuable and will provide an important foundation for wider 
influencing to help support the overall goals of the Fund.

10.
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
Below we identify more general recommendations for civil society organisations and funders interested in engaging in and supporting collaborative systems 
change approaches.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS

Developing foundations for change

When beginning to develop a systems change approach:

• Consider what partners you need to engage with – involving a range of partners from the start through a participatory approach helps develop a deep understanding of the 
issue and collective ownership

• Ensure your focus and ‘call to action’ to partners is framed in a way that is about taking a systemic approach to an issue and shifting power – about significant, long term 
change (including changing mindsets, behaviours and practice)

• As a partnership, invest time in building relationships and understanding each other’s goals, priorities, constraints, and expectations

• Work together to understand the system and deepen the knowledge of the interconnected nature of the issues you seek to tackle, including ensuring the voice and 
experiences of the people the work seeks to support informs the work throughout

When the partnership is beginning to take shape:

• Develop your shared purpose and vision based on the priorities identified 

• Decide what type of collaboration best fits the ambitions of the work e.g. size, structure and intensity of partnership

• Consider how to resource and coordinate the work, including roles and responsibilities of different partners. Specifically seek out funding that will enable you to work 
collaboratively and learn and adapt

Creating change

When beginning to deliver on your ambitions:

• Create a dedicated role/function focused on partnership coordination to help keep plans on track and enable partners to work effectively together

• Ensure a focus on long term systemic change, including putting consideration of power at the heart of the work – bringing the partnership back to its collective 
purpose throughout 

• Develop a learning culture among partners, for example, creating dedicated spaces for partners to share insights and identify how to act on these collectively

• Use experimentation to purposefully test out approaches. Be clear about what you are testing, how and when, and how learning will help shape what comes next

• Aim to develop an open and honest relationship with funders to enable you to iterate and adapt your approach over time
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Sustaining and spreading change

Focus on strategies for embedding, sustaining and spreading change, including by:

• Identifying as a partnership what mindsets, behaviours and practices need to shift, and modelling these new approaches throughout

• Building the capacity, skills and confidence of individuals and civil society groups to lead change and tackle systemic challenges 

• Creating networks, forums and structures to build ownership by communities and grassroots organisations over the long term

• Exploring and addressing structural constraints to sharing power

• Demonstrating and enabling people to experience new and more systemic ways of working that can serve as a blueprint for wider practice

• Identifying opportunities to influence strategic decision making, for example, putting Londoners’ voices at the heart of commissioning

• Working together with other systems change initiatives to share learning, offer peer support, and influence collectively

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUNDERS 

Funding systems change

When developing an approach for funding systems change:

• Consider systems not organisations as the starting point, including identifying what funding practices need to shift to incentivise systemic and collaborative approaches
• Internally, develop a shared understanding of what you mean by systems change and the ambitions of your funding. Review and refine this over time
• Internally, develop understanding about the longer timescales typically required to work towards systemic change, and the need for a flexible approach 
• Consider how best to identify potential funding opportunities (e.g. proactively or through an open application process). Use simple and accessible language and application 

processes to ensure you can reach a diverse range of organisations and partnerships doing relevant work but who might not consider their work as ‘systems change’
• If the funding approach is emergent, be clear with applicants from the start about what questions remain, and invite their involvement in helping shape the funding approach 
• If possible, offer long term funding (ideally a minimum of three years, and/or identify potential follow-on funding opportunities with other funders) and consider providing 

development grants to enable organisations to deeply explore context, connect with partners and refine thinking

When funding systems change, consider:

• How to challenge traditional power dynamics between funded organisations and partnerships, including how to play a facilitative role as funder that encourages learning and 
adaptation. This is likely to require investing more time in the relationship than for more traditional project funding

• How to proactively identify and manage any internal challenges that might pose barriers for the funded initiatives e.g. internal reporting requirements or payment processes. Consider 
what other funders you can learn from in finding new approaches and influencing for these internally 

• Promote learning between funded initiatives, including spaces for partnerships to come together to share learning, support each other as peers, and have honest conversations and 
joint problem solving about what is and isn’t working about the funding approach

• Consider how to share learning and influence practice more widely within your organisation and externally. Secure internal capacity to support communications, learning and 
influencing activity
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Funder collaboration

• Develop a shared understanding of the overall aims of the funding approach, including identifying specifically how funder collaboration can add value to this aim. Reflect on this 
regularly to ensure that funder collaboration is benefitting the overall direction of the work

• Invest time in understanding where each funder is able to be flexible and funding approach and where the ‘red lines’ are to ensure that the collaboration is workable in practice e.g. 
what flexibility each funder has on what they fund, how and when they make decisions, their monitoring approach

• Enable each funder to identify specific areas where they want to push their funding practice so they can test this out in partnership, maximising the potential for shared learning and 
sharing any risks

• Clearly set out roles and responsibilities, including who will coordinate the overall funder collaboration 

• Build relationships and trust as funders as a foundation for working effectively together. This includes creating space to get to know each other as funders and individuals

• Schedule a regular series of funder meetings in advance for key decision points to enable timely decisions and communication

• Consider the time it will take to engage in meaningful funder collaboration to ensure each funder has clear expectations and can manage their capacity accordingly e.g. the time 
required for joint decision making and coordination, sharing of learning, communications and influencing

• Investing in shared spaces for funders and funded organisations to come together to learn, including reflecting on how to maximise the benefits of funder collaboration and manage 
any challenges

• Promoting the funding programme and funded organisations through joint communications

• Reflect periodically on how funder collaboration is working and opportunities to collaborate on wider initiatives and/or invite other funders in.
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