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In the UK and around the world we face multiple, 
intersecting crises – crises in our democratic institutions, 
crises of social inequality, and crises in our environment. 
We urgently need a media system that can facilitate 
democratic participation and collaboration and support 
collective solutions to major challenges such as 
pandemics and the climate catastrophe. One key part of 
this media system is trustworthy, relevant and reliable 
news and information, which has a vital role to play 
in democratic life.

This period of wider instability has also coincided with 
a period of major change in how journalism is practised 
and funded, particularly structural changes in advertising 
markets that have made it an ever less sustainable funding 
model for journalism. It is widely accepted that new sources 
of funding are now required to support journalism, whether 
coming from the state, philanthropy or big tech companies.1  

Less explored is the question of how this money should 
be distributed. We believe that for media to truly support 
democratic life, the ways it is funded should also be 
subject to democratic control and accountability. 
This guide outlines how learning and best practice from 
participatory grantmaking, which is widely used within 
philanthropy, could be adapted for journalism funding to 
meet this aim. 

Introduction

Funding journalism using participatory grantmaking

The Media Reform Coalition was founded in 2011 
and brings together activists, academics and media 
producers to challenge unaccountable media 
corporations and build an independent, democratic 
media system. MRC believes that democratically 
controlled funding will be a crucial part of media 
practices of the future. 

The Public Interest News Foundation (PINF) is the first 
charity in the UK with a remit to support public interest 
journalism. PINF believes that everyone in the UK 
should benefit from high-quality news that speaks to 
them, for them and with them. PINF is keen to explore 
the potential for a participatory model of grantmaking, 
to ensure that news providers are meeting the real 
needs of their communities.

The Institute of Welsh Affairs is a think tank and 
charity, independent of government and political 
parties. By bringing together experts from all 
backgrounds, the IWA conceives ambitious and 
informed ideas which secure political commitments 
to improve Wales’ democracy and economy. The 
IWA wants to see Wales’ civic sphere grow and 
strengthen, and has a track record of encouraging a 
more sustainable media landscape for Wales, with 
current work focused on the importance of citizens’ 
voices in shaping a more effective and inclusive 
journalism industry.

2 Funding journalism using participatory grantmaking
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Part 1 outlines the rationale for this approach, 
covering the crises within journalism, an overview of 
participatory grantmaking, how this could be applied 
to journalism funding, and some core principles and 
recommendations. 

Part 2 provides a framework for existing or new funds to 
think through different aspects of how they could adopt 
participatory processes, including in their structure, 
priorities and strategy, types of grants, decision-making 
and operations.

 

Part 3 is a proposal for establishing a £100 million a year 
fund for journalism (based on proposals by several policy 
reports2) with participatory grantmaking at its heart.

Brief case studies throughout the guide show how these 
ideas have already been put into practice, and links to 
further reading at the end of this report signpost where to 
learn more about these ideas.

This guide is written with several audiences in mind, 
who are likely to find particular sections most relevant 
to them. 

These audiences include: 

Philanthropic funders who currently support 
journalism or are interested in doing so. These 
may be most interested in sections 1.2–1.4 about 
participatory grantmaking and journalism, and 
the Tool in section 2.

Government bodies interested in new funding 
mechanisms for journalism. These may want to 
focus on the Rationale in section 1, the Proposal 
in section 3, and Appendix 3. 

Independent news providers and civil society 
groups wanting to advocate for new funding 
streams which embed democratic practices 
and values. These may want to focus on 
the Rationale in section 1, and the Proposal 
in section 3.

This guide is the product of collaboration between the 
Media Reform Coalition and the Public Interest News 
Foundation (PINF), with input from a wide range of 
organisations with relevant expertise. 

The lead author is Dr Debs Grayson. More information 
about the authors and others who contributed to this 
guide are in Appendix 1.

1. Rationale

2. Tool

3. Proposal

5Funding journalism using participatory grantmaking4 Funding journalism using participatory grantmaking

The guide is in three parts: 
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1. 1 The crises in journalism

Over the past two decades, the funding model which 
previously supported commercial journalism has collapsed, 
as advertising revenue has increasingly been channelled 
towards the big tech monopolies. As recognised in 
the 2019 Cairncross Review,3 this has been particularly 
catastrophic for local and investigative news – two types 
of journalism that are vital for a functioning democracy. 
Alongside this collapse in income, consolidations and 
cost-cutting by the largest media corporations have 
resulted in huge concentrations of ownership and growing 
local news deserts.4 All these trends have significantly 
reduced the plurality of voices that can be heard within the 
public sphere, with digital platforms exacerbating these 
tendencies towards concentrated monopolies.5

Alongside this crisis in funding, there is also a crisis in the 
product of journalism itself. As evidenced in Impress’ News 
Literacy Report, there is both a strong consensus on the 
standards and practices the public want to see from their 
news media, and strong agreement that this is not what 
they are receiving.6 The impacts of AI are still unclear but 
may lower the quality of news and information still further.7

There is also widespread evidence that news and 
journalism as it is currently practised can cause significant 

1. Rationale harm, particularly to marginalised groups, and that 
increasing proportions of the population feel excluded 
from, and unrepresented by, the media we have.8 These 
shortfalls in voice and pluralism have serious democratic 
consequences, as they contribute to precipitous declines 
in trust in both news organisations and democratic 
institutions,9 and contribute to growing democratic 
deficits and disconnects between decision-makers and 
the communities they are meant to serve.10

We face, therefore, a need to reimagine and reshape 
both how journalism is funded and how it is practised. 
The Forum on Information and Democracy has warned 
that independent journalism around the world faces a 
potential ‘extinction event’ unless there is a significant 
investment from governments and other institutions,11 

which is likely to include ongoing subsidy for core costs 
as well as funding for ‘innovation’.12

At the same time, this funding needs to be distributed 
in ways that support better kinds of journalism – the 
kind that can fulfil PINF’s vision of all communities 
having access to ‘high-quality news that speaks to 
them, for them and with them’. These ‘co-creational’ 
models of journalism can rebuild trust, foster community 
empowerment, address injustices and exclusions, 
and be part of a renewed democratic culture – 
rather than contributing to polarisation, alienation 
and disengagement (see Appendix 3). Emphasising 
participation as a key criterion for journalism funding 
would also bring it in line with best practice within 
arts funding, where community engagement and 
participatory elements are now standard.13

Funding journalism using participatory grantmakingFunding journalism using participatory grantmaking
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We believe that the best way to channel new forms of 
funding towards these kinds of journalism is by learning 
from democratic funding models which have been 
developed within philanthropy. Borrowing from these 
models would have additional benefits in terms of 
safeguarding independence. There are understandable 
concerns about direct funding of news providers by 
government and state institutions – though it should be 
noted that significant public subsidies already exist (see 
box below), with minimal safeguards for ensuring they 
are used in the public interest. 

Any new public funding streams must institute better 
mechanisms for accountability and democratic oversight 
while ensuring independence from government 
and other powerful interests, including markets or 
philanthropic donors.14 We believe that a well-designed 
participatory grantmaking process is the best means of 
achieving these aims.

Funding journalism using participatory grantmakingFunding journalism using participatory grantmaking

1.
 R

a
ti

o
n

a
le

a greater commitment to public participation and 
social inclusivity’.15 The authors argue that co-
creational models may have particular benefits for 
building a thriving democratic culture and fostering 
trust in news providers.

One example of this model in the report is The 
Ferret, an online investigative journalism platform 
in Scotland, which is run as a multi-stakeholder 
cooperative. In late 2022, The Ferret worked with 
the community magazine Greater Govanhill to 
establish a Community Newsroom in Glasgow. The 
space is being used to work, host events and hold 
drop-in sessions for community members who 
want to share their stories. This kind of innovative 
project, bringing together community-based 
journalism and rigorous investigative journalism, 
exemplifies the co-creational ethos.

Other examples of news organisations adopting 
co-creational models explored in the report are the 
Bristol Cable, Black Ballad, Bellingcat and gal-dem 
(which closed shortly after the report’s publication). 
Similar models are practised by many members of 
bodies such as the Independent Media Association 
(IMA) and the Independent Community News 
Network (ICNN), as well as by some Community 
Radio stations.

Case studies 
Co-creational models for 
the news media
 
A recent report for the Public Interest News 
Foundation defined a co-creational model for 
news organisations. These are models which 
combine ‘the traditional commitment to epistemic 
(knowledge-related) norms such as accuracy with 
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We believe that the best way to channel new forms of 
funding towards these kinds of journalism is by learning from 
democratic funding models which have been developed 
within philanthropy. Borrowing from these models 
would have additional benefits in terms of safeguarding 

independence. There are understandable concerns about 
direct funding of news providers by government and state 
institutions – though it should be noted that significant 
public subsidies already exist (see box below), with minimal 
safeguards for ensuring they are used in the public interest. 

Any new public funding streams must institute better 
mechanisms for accountability and democratic 
oversight while ensuring independence from 
government and other powerful interests, including 
markets or philanthropic donors.  We believe that a 
well-designed participatory grantmaking process is the 
best means of achieving these aims. 

1.2 Participatory grantmaking

Participatory grantmaking (PGM) is a set of practices 
within philanthropy that recognises the limitations 
of donor-centred or professionalised grantmaking. 
Critics of traditional philanthropy have highlighted 
that when donors or professional staff are the ones 
shaping programmes and making grant decisions, they 
often end up excluding the most vital and necessary 
groups and projects, while channelling resources to 
work which is misaligned with community needs.17  
In response to this, PGM is ‘both a power-shifting 
ethos and the process that places the communities 
a foundation aims to serve at the centre’.18 It aims to 
distribute power as well as money, involving affected 
communities not just in final decision-making but 
in designing the overall structure and purpose of 
the fund. 

Funding journalism using participatory grantmakingFunding journalism using participatory grantmaking
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Current public subsidies for 
news organisations 16

 
News organisations receive a range of public 
subsidies, including:

£500 million a year for the VAT exemption

£8 million a year for the BBC Local Democracy 
Reporting Service

£46 million a year for public notices (local 
government advertising)

Up to £200 million spent on the All In, All Together 
campaign during the pandemic

Almost all of this public subsidy has gone to the 
largest commercial monopolies, which have been 
cutting journalist jobs while paying exorbitant 
executive salaries, and in some cases are continuing 
to pay millions of pounds in compensation to victims 
of phone hacking.

£
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PGM has many similarities with Participatory 
Budgeting (PB), which refers to open processes where 
communities decide about priorities for public funding. 
PB has been widely used across the world as a way of 
deepening democratic participation in shaping policy, 
including in the UK, although never on a particularly 
large scale.19 Given that at least some of the proposed 
new journalism funds will consist of public money, 
PB may seem more appropriate than PGM. However, 
because PGM tends to have more of an emphasis 
on ongoing relationships and building a community 
of practice around the fund, we believe it is a more 
suitable framework for funding journalism than PB.20

When done well, PGM processes can:

Make better decisions because they are 
informed by information closer to the ground;

Foster connections, solidarity and leadership 
among grantees and communities, rather than 
just a zero-sum competition for grants;

Create an iterative and transparent process 
where the institution can be held accountable;

Be accessible to groups who struggle to access 
other kinds of funding, through outreach and 
resourcing participation.

Two common concerns about adopting PGM are that 
it is more costly than traditional grantmaking, and 

that it creates conflicts of interest given that there is 
much less distance between decision-makers and 
recipients of money. In terms of resources, while it is 
hard to compare given that there is little research on 
how long or costly traditional grantmaking is,21 any 
successful PGM process will need to provide some 
additional resources e.g., to appropriately compensate 
participants. In terms of conflicts-of-interest, it has 
been argued that deeper connections between 
decision-makers and grantees are a positive resource 
and should be reframed as ‘relationships of value 
and interest’22 – and there are a range of methods for 
ensuring these relationships do not have undue sway 
over final grant decisions.23 

Although PGM is not necessarily well known outside 
of philanthropy, it is now a well-established set of 
practices embedded in a large number of funds across 
the world, including Mama Cash, the Red Umbrella 
Fund, Fund Action and Global Greengrants.24 In 2021, 
a global community of practice was established to 
share learning and best practice across a range of 
national contexts.25

Much of the existing literature and resources are aimed 
at existing funds who want to transition towards PGM. 
This literature often states that it is easier to embed 
PGM with new funds. Since so few funds currently 
exist for journalism in the UK context, there is a real 
opportunity to ensure participation is embedded from 
the outset.

Funding journalism using participatory grantmakingFunding journalism using participatory grantmaking
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A new fund: Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust 
(JRCT) Movements Fund 27

The JRCT Movements Fund was launched in 2022. 
JRCT has historically focused on campaigning and 
policy work, but in recent years has recognised 
the need to give greater support to grassroots 
movements. The process of establishing the fund 
involved a number of phases: an initial learning 
phase, out of which Trustees decided to set up a 
pilot fund (2018-19); a consultation which brought 
movement actors into designing the fund, including 
setting priorities, principles and criteria (2020); hiring 
staff to create the fund, refine the decision-making 
process, and recruit a 9-person Movement Assembly 
with a range of lived and learned expertise and 
relationships across a variety of movements (2022). 
The first round of funding was distributed in 2023.

A key learning when establishing the fund was 
that JRCT’s usual approach of funding work on a 
thematic basis (e.g., through their Peace and Security 
or Sustainable Futures programmes) would not be 
appropriate for grassroots movements, where there 
is a strong emphasis on linking together multiple 
issues. Rather than focusing on what an organisation 
works on, the fund’s criteria instead focus on how 
an organisation operates – for example, being led 
by those directly affected by issues, and having a 
transformative vision and intersectional analysis of 
the problems they seek to address.

Funding journalism using participatory grantmakingFunding journalism using participatory grantmaking
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Case studies 
PGM in the UK
 
An established fund: Edge Fund 26

Edge Fund is a UK-based funder which distributes 
small grants to grassroots groups. Grant decisions 
are made by members, the majority of whom 
are organisational members from groups which 
have previously been grantees. Between 20-
40 members meet to score applications for 
each round. After eligibility checks, applications 
are divided up and scored individually and 
anonymously. Community committees made up 
of people with specific expertise and experience 
(e.g., migrant rights or Gypsy, Roma Traveller 
organisations) score applications which have 
been categorised as fitting their knowledge 
and experience.

In a series of meetings, a long list of 50-60 groups 
is generated, and then a final list of 40 groups 
is agreed through voting, taking into account 
the overall mix of types of groups, their access 
to other resources, geographical spread etc. 
Grantees all receive £1,000 without reporting 
requirements and are invited to Radical Sharing 
Forums to share learning with other grantees, and 
to send a representative to score applications in 
future rounds.
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1.3 Using participatory 
grantmaking to fund journalism

We believe there are several opportunities and 
potential benefits to incorporating PGM into journalism 
funding such as:

Embedding democratic values and co-creation 
at all stages of news provision – from how 
newsrooms operate to what gets funded;

Creating new lines of accountability between 
news providers, the communities they serve 
and the wider public by holding them to agreed 
values and principles;

Building trust in funders and grantees through 
transparent decision-making;

Creating collective strength in the sector, 
sharing best practice and encouraging 
experimentation with new models of 
participatory journalism.

There will also be some challenges when adapting 
PGM to journalism funding. PGM is generally framed 
as supporting community empowerment or building 
movements for social change, rather than building 
a commercial sector or industry. While some level 
of profit-making may be considered acceptable, the 
recipient’s core purpose would need to be delivering 

public goods and value for communities, rather than 
returning profits to shareholders.28 In addition, in a 
context where large media conglomerates dominate 
the landscape there will need to be safeguards to 
ensure that funds go towards smaller and less well-
resourced outlets, which could be achieved through 
having turnover thresholds as eligibility criteria.29

Another question is how to define an ‘affected 
community’ when it comes to journalism. Generalised 
accounts for the need for public interest journalism 
are likely to be too broad to provide a helpful steer 
for a PGM for journalism fund; in some senses, almost 
everyone is ‘affected’, since relatively few people live in 
places which have adequately funded and resourced 
local public interest journalism. In order to target 
resources in the most useful places, there will need to 
be an analysis of who is harmed by, and excluded from, 
the media that currently exists, and active steps taken 
to ensure people from those communities are involved 
in decision-making.

In addition, creating an explicit framework that names 
both eligibility criteria and funding priorities will 
inevitably exclude or deprioritise some organisations. 
While some of these exclusions may be relatively 
straightforward – e.g., there is likely to be broad 
agreement that this funding should not go to the 
largest commercial news providers – others may be 
controversial, such as determining what constitutes 
adequate regulation for those who are not members 
of a Press Recognition Panel-recognised regulator. 
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While this may cause a level of conflict within the 
independent news sector, this should not be shied 
away from, but taken as an opportunity for reflection 
and learning, and to deepen the democratic 
commitments of the whole sector.
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Case studies 
Participatory grantmaking 
and media
 
Independence Public Media Foundation 
Community Voices fund 

Independence Public Media Foundation (IPMF), is 
a US-based media foundation that supports Black-
led, Indigenous-led, and people-of-colour led 
media organisations and media-making projects 
that help communities build their narrative power 
for equity and justice. IPMF, through its Community 
Voices Fund open call, supports community-
led storytelling, community-centred news and 
journalism, archives for building community power, 
and narrative shift and movement-building media 
projects across the Greater Philadelphia region.

The foundation took a community-led decision-
making approach for its 2023 Community Voices 
open call. In previous years, IPMF staff and board 
reviewed and made final grant decisions. Starting in 

2023, however, grants will be reviewed by a panel 
of community members with deep relationships 
and expertise in the fund focus areas. The panel’s 
decisions are final, without influence from the 
IPMF board or staff. IPMF Programme Officer 
Nuala Cabral described the panel as representing 
‘folks who have traditionally been excluded from 
philanthropy while also being impacted by harmful 
media narratives and who understand what is at 
stake and what is possible in regard to media-
making and narrative shift.’30

Clwstwr and Media Cymru

Clwstwr was a three-year, AHRC-funded project, 
which funded research and development by 
academics, industry and media producers in South 
Wales. This brought in a larger grant of £50m that 
was used to set up Media Cymru. Both Clwstwr 
and Media Cymru distributed grants, and while 
final decision-making has not necessarily been 
fully participatory, there have been a range of 
adaptations in how both funds work that are in line 
with PGM best practice,31 such as:

In the early rounds of Clwstwr, the applicant pool 
was limited, so they brought in ‘Idea Hub’ days, 
with stipends and childcare, which changed 
the profile of the applicants and the work they 
were doing; 
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Pre-application guidance was brought in, and 
all projects have a consistent relationship 
with a producer that allows for formal and 
informal feedback;

Since transitioning to Media Cymru, the 
application process has been streamlined, 
reducing the ask on application forms (e.g., 
less financial and business information), and 
accepting applications in a variety of formats;

The types of grants have been adapted so there 
is a clearer route through the funds; and,

Funding decisions for Media Cymru are now 
made by an external panel of experts, with the 
potential for this structure to become more 
participatory and accountable in future.

1.4 Suggested values and 
principles for a participatory 
journalism fund

Best practice would suggest that a journalism fund 
should run its own participatory process to establish its 
principles and values. However, to illustrate what this 
could look like, this section draws on the Media Reform 
Coalition’s Manifesto for a People’s Media, which was 

produced out of large-scale consultation in 2021. The 
manifesto identified four core values of a media that 
functions for the public good and for democracy: 
that media should be independent, accountable, 
democratic and for everyone.32

The table below shows how these values could be 
used to structure both a) the kinds of news providers 
a participatory journalism fund might seek to support, 
and b) the operations of the fund itself. (Appendix 
3 shows the democratic benefits for citizens and 
government bodies of a media based on these 
values.) It also illustrates how a fund can safeguard 
the independence of its grantees, by focusing on how 
those grantees operate, rather than seeking to police 
the content they produce.

Values For grantees, this 
will mean:

For the fund, this 
will mean:

Independent 

Independent 
of powerful 
interests 
and able to 
hold them to 
account

— Not aimed at profit-
making and returns for 
shareholders

— Not being funded by or 
having organisational 
connections to a 
political party

— Having mechanisms to 
protect worker rights, 
recognise collective power 
and respect unionisation 
 

— Non-partisan 

 — Donors do not have 
undue influence on 
priorities decision-
making
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Values For grantees, this 
will mean:

For the fund, this 
will mean:

Accountable 

Facing 
consequences 
when they 
cause harm

— Independent and 
meaningful regulation, 
including having co-
creational practices in 
defining harm and redress*

— Formal and informal 
channels for feedback 
and complaints

— Having internal mechanisms 
of accountability to ensure 
respectful and non-
discriminatory working 
practices*

— Being transparent 
about use of AI in news 
production processes 
 
*N.B these could be 
achieved through Impress 
membership 

— An iterative process, 
taking feedback and 
adapting process 
between rounds

— Formal and informal 
channels for feedback 
and complaints

— Adequate staff time and 
resourcing to invest 
in relationships

 
Democratic  

Participatory 
and 
representative 
of diverse lives

— Forms of participation 
within the workforce, and 
the wider public they serve, 
in setting editorial direction, 
structures of governance 
and organisational strategy

— Support for under-
represented and excluded 
groups to participate

— Affected communities 
are involved in setting 
priorities, strategy and 
grantmaking decisions

— Codes and practices 
are regularly reviewed, 
with input from a broad 
range of citizens 

Values For grantees, this 
will mean:

For the fund, this 
will mean:

For everyone 

Serving 
everybody’s 
needs and 
accessible 
to all

N.B. This 
applies to the 
whole media 
ecosystem 
rather than 
specific outlets

— Content funded by grants 
is freely available to the 
communities served33

— High accessibility standards 
to meet community 
needs e.g.. compatibility 
with e-readers, large 
print editions34

— Non-discriminatory in 
practices and outputs

— Participation 
is adequately 
resourced and 
remunerated, ensuring 
underrepresented 
communities are 
supported to take part

— Fostering an ecosystem 
for niche news providers 
to share audiences 
and identify shared 
relevant content

— An accessible 
application process

— Investing in digital and 
distribution infrastructure 
for technical accessibility 
and intercultural sharing 
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This tool is adapted from GrantCraft’s overview of 
PGM, Deciding Together.35  It reproduces some of the 
questions they suggest for those designing participatory 
funds, while adding specific questions for those wishing 
to support news organisations. 

2.1 Purpose

PGM best practice: while funds may have several 
motivations for adopting participatory mechanisms, it 
is crucial that there is a genuine desire to cede power 
from the institution, rather than merely consulting with 
communities and stakeholders. However, before a 
participatory process can be instigated there will need to 
be some agreed parameters, which could be established 
by considering these questions in the light of the four 
values explored in section 1.4.

Questions for journalism funders:

What is the purpose of using a participatory 
grantmaking approach e.g., build/strengthen 
the sector, surface issues or trends, empower 
communities, leadership development, capacity 
building, getting more informed results, 
fostering new ideas/innovation etc?

2. Tool 
Designing a participatory journalism fund

2.
 T

o
o

l

How will you define success and how will this be 
measured or assessed? What kind of evaluation 
or research will be necessary to measure 
more diffuse outcomes e.g., improvements in 
democratic engagement? 

2.2 Structure

PGM best practice: PGM aims to shift power away 
from directors, trustees, donors, and staff, and towards 
grantees and communities. While institutional actors 
may be part of the decision-making process, their 
participation is managed so they are not allowed to 
dominate proceedings. Institutional needs, such as 
around risk management, should be approached as 
shared problems, in which the funder takes on more 
of the administrative burden, e.g., of complying with 
charitability, rather than placing this upon grantees.

Questions for journalism funders: 

Are staff, board or governance members part of 
decision-making? If so, what percentage? 

Are community decision-makers part of any other 
committees or operational processes? 

Are you creating a specific fund targeted at 
news organisations, or making it easier for news 
organisations to apply to/be eligible for existing 
funds? If the latter, how to equip decision-makers 
to assess the relative value of journalism?

Funding journalism using participatory grantmakingFunding journalism using participatory grantmaking
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Journalism and charitability 

Charitable trusts and foundations giving grants to 
newsrooms will need to consider how this relates to 
their obligations under charity law. From the charitable 
donor’s perspective, the most straightforward way to 
grant this money is for the recipient themselves to be 
a registered charity. The Charitable Journalism Project 
has been campaigning to make this easier in England 
and Wales, and has produced useful scholarship on 
the legal arguments for this.36

However, others have argued that charitable 
registration may create unhelpful administrative 
burdens for newsrooms while impeding their 
independence from the state – especially given 
the ongoing weaponisation of charity law to 
suppress criticism of government from the third 
sector.37 Alternative ways to navigate these issues 
could include:

Creating pooled funds from charitable 
and non-charitable donors, where higher 
risk applications can be supported from 
noncharitable sources;

Match funding with noncharitable sources at 
the organisational level e.g. matching reader 
subscriptions, so that their overall funding mix is 
majority noncharitable;

Providing access to legal advice, and support 
for budgeting and administering project funding 
to ensure that charitable funding is only used 
for charitable activities; 

Supporting newsrooms to adopt legal 
structures such as Charitable Community 
Benefit Societies, which can access some 
charity funding without the burdens of 
charitable registration;

Lobbying for a new tax status for public interest 
newsrooms e.g. Gift Aid on donations.38

From a PGM perspective, best practice would 
ensure that the assessment of charitability and risk 
do not become a site where the funder is placing 
unreasonable administrative burdens on grantees or 
exerting excessive power.39

Instead, navigating charitability should be treated as a 
shared problem in which the funder has more capacity 
and resources to shoulder risk.

If the fund is charitable, how are you 
understanding the relationship between 
journalism and charitability? (See box below.) 
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2.3 Priority-setting and strategy

PGM best practice: communities should be involved from 
the outset. Where possible, a collective process with 
equity and social justice at its heart should be designed 
to determine eligibility and develop funding criteria. 
Having multiple people engaged at this stage will also 
help ensure that decision-makers, wider communities 
and grantees understand the criteria and how they will be 
prioritised. Competing demands and trade-offs should be 
acknowledged, with a strong emphasis on building trusting 
relationships to navigate these competitive elements.

Questions for journalism funders: 

Who decides the grantmaking priorities and/or 
overall strategy for the fund? What is the structure 
and process for this?

How are you defining the type(s) of journalism 
being prioritised? Public interest? Community? 
Investigative? What proportion of an organisation’s 
work needs to take this form?

If funding local journalism – how are ‘regional’, 
‘local’, ‘hyper-local’ publishers being defined? How 
will the fund balance the needs of very different 
sized communities? 

Are there income thresholds, and if so, set 
at what level? What level of profit-making is 
eligible, if any?
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Are there eligibility criteria around working 
conditions, levels of pay, unionisation and/or 
worker control? 

 
2.3 Types of grant

PGM best practice: PGM funders must strike a balance 
between having a clear, comprehensible structure, and 
a flexible one which can respond to a variety of needs. 
Long-term core funding is often prioritised as this 
makes grantees less dependent on funding cycles, but 
this is often combined with rapid response pots and/
or start-up grants, as well as support in kind (e.g., legal 
advice, accountancy, training) especially where these 
are common needs across a range of grantees.

Questions for journalism funders: 

What kinds of grants will be provided? Are there 
different criteria or processes for each?

Is the fund primarily aimed at innovation or 
providing core support for existing institutions, or a 
combination of both? 

How will the fund enable new players to emerge, 
especially within news deserts?

Will the fund just support publishers, or also those 
developing enabling infrastructures?

Funding journalism using participatory grantmakingFunding journalism using participatory grantmaking
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Will there be other ways to meet grantee 
needs beyond direct grants, such as access 
to backend administrative support, collective 
engagement with tech platforms etc.?

Is the focus on larger grants/multi-year 
funding, or maximising the number of grantees, 
or a mix of both? 

2.5 Decision-making

PGM best practice: there are a range of different models 
for selecting decision-making panels,40 but they all have 
common elements. They anticipate decision-makers 
having formal and informal relationships to applicants, 
and often include potential recipients and/or former 
grantees on the panel. ‘Conflicts of interest’ are 
reframed as valuable forms of insight and knowledge 
and managed through conflict-of-interest policies and 
regular circulation of members. 

Decision-making is undertaken in deliberative spaces, 
where panel members can negotiate, recognise each 
other’s points of view and develop solidarity.41 These are 
facilitated spaces where minorities and marginalised 
voices can be heard. Relationships are highly valued – 
between panel members, between members and staff, 
and between the institution and grantees – recognising 
that these allow deeper kinds of feedback and generate 
trust in the process. Panel members are recompensed 
for their time in order to make participation accessible.
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Questions for journalism funders: 

Who is on your grants selection panel? How 
are they selected? Are there designated slots 
for various stakeholders (e.g., practitioners, 
union representatives, civil society, academics, 
former grantees)? Do you want to ensure 
a mix of gender, ethnicity, disability, other 
protected characteristics?

How do people circulate in and out of the 
decision-making group?

What is the grant decision-making process? 
Are there stages to this? How do final decisions 
get made (e.g., consensus, voting, etc.)?

Is there a conflict-of-interest policy or process? 

What happens if there is disagreement in 
the decision-making committee? How is this 
resolved (e.g., consensus, voting, etc.)? 

Will participants be compensated for their time, 
and if so, which expenses are covered? 

Will participants meet primarily online or offline, 
and how will this be supported?

What kind of group culture will you aim to 
create among decision-makers? 

Funding journalism using participatory grantmakingFunding journalism using participatory grantmaking
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How will sessions be facilitated and 
relationships supported? 

How will decision-makers be accountable and 
to whom?  

2.6 Operations

PGM best practice: operations are a crucial element 
of making a fund accessible and addressing power 
dynamics between funders and grantees. This includes 
making application processes simple and providing 
support for applicants; ensuring eligibility and funding 
criteria are transparent; giving constructive feedback, 
including to unsuccessful applicants; and ensuring 
reporting supports learning and reflection for grantees 
rather than meeting funders’ needs. This requires 
adequate resources for staff to invest in relationships 
and engage in outreach.

Questions for journalism funders:

Who is eligible (individuals and/or 
organizations)? Open, Letter of Interest (LOI), or 
invitation only? If ‘invitation only,’ who decides 
to whom the invitation is extended?

How often? (rolling, times per year, etc.) 

Can applicants get assistance in applying? If so, 
what kind and by whom? 
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Who does the initial proposal vetting/
due diligence to ensure eligibility? How is 
this done?

Do you have reporting requirements? How 
can this be designed as a way of news 
organisations being accountable to their 
communities and learning from one another?

Do you do any kind of formal evaluation?

How much outreach will staff do? How much 
support will there be for applicants, especially 
for new entrants? How will staff be resourced 
for this?

Will the fund be offering project funding or 
core funding? What level of budget detail is 
necessary, and at what stages?

How will data be collected on applicants who 
reach different stages, and what data will be 
made public?

How will the fund give high-quality feedback to 
applicants who reach all stages?

Funding journalism using participatory grantmakingFunding journalism using participatory grantmaking
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The Cairncross Review recommended the creation of 
an Institute for Public Interest News to distribute new 
streams of public funding. While this recommendation 
was rejected by government, it has since been echoed 
by the DCMS Select Committee,42 Nesta,43 and the 
News for All campaign44 – though none of these have 
been more specific than Cairncross about how this fund 
should be designed.

The proposal below provides a framework for how PGM 
could be built into a fund of this kind, imagining that the 
funding available was expanded to £100m a year over 10 
years. (See box below for why we have chosen this figure.) 
A fund of this kind would face significant scrutiny and its 
decisions would be likely to invite controversy in a way 
that smaller funds would not, but bold proposals of this 
kind are necessary given the scale of the challenge.

While the structure described below may seem complex, 
all the steps described would be necessary in some 
form, whether participation was embedded within them 
or not. Allowing the wider public and those with a range 
of relevant expertise to participate would bring the fund 
into line with best practice in other public institutions such 

3. Proposal 
A £100m-a-year journalism fund

as the NHS, which has created a network of community 
advisory boards and patient committees to advise its 
work. And by creating these forums for debate and 
discussion, and building and strengthening relationships, 
the fund would itself be contributing to a renewed 
democratic culture and a thriving news ecology.

Funding journalism using participatory grantmakingFunding journalism using participatory grantmaking
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Why £100 million?
 
Cairncross’ vision for the Institute for Public 
Interest News recognised the uncertainties 
of the current landscape and thus did not 
provide specific figures for its budget, beyond 
recommending beginning with a £10m a year 
innovation fund. However, she anticipated that 
sector needs might be substantially higher, and 
that over time the institute ‘might evolve into a 
body somewhat resembling the Arts Council in 
scale, reach and perhaps budget’.45

Our figure of £100m a year reflects the 
worsening situation for newsrooms and growing 
news deserts since 2019. While it would be a 
substantial investment, it would be genuinely 
transformative to the independent news sector, 
given its estimated current annual revenues 
of £20-40m.46
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3.1 Purpose

The principal aims of incorporating PGM into the 
journalism fund would be:

To ensure accountability of how public money 
is being spent, especially in the light of how 
much public subsidy has historically been 
channelled towards harmful media institutions 
acting against the public interest;

To create buy-in and awareness of the fund 
amongst the wider public, by using grantees as 
a publicity network to communicate how the 
participatory process works;

To channel resources towards marginalised 
and underrepresented communities who 
have historically experienced harm from 
news organisations.48 

3.2 Structure

We propose a federated structure, with devolved 
bodies for Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and nine 
English regions.49 These would distribute £80m a year50 
to publishers based in their nations and regions, with 
a further £20m a year distributed by a UK-wide body, 
including a national Equity Board (for this body’s remit 
see section 3.4).51 In the event that any journalism funds 
already exist at devolved levels when a national fund is 
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For comparison:47

£100m is around £1.45 per capita – less than 
the average cost of a daily newspaper (£1.70).

Public investment in Arts Council England was 
£543m in 2022-2023.

The New Zealand government recently invested 
NZ$55m to fund public interest journalism over 
three years. Adjusting for population size, the 
equivalent expenditure for the UK would be 
around £140m a year for three years. 

We recognise that a huge expansion of funding 
of this kind would require a range of new 
structures to absorb it, and in practice the fund 
may need to distribute smaller amounts at the 
outset and expand over time to £100m, though 
for simplicity’s sake the proposal treats the 
annual budget as static. The minimum ten-year 
timeframe is a necessary guarantee for new 
organisations setting up within the space. 
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Eligibility criteria, including turnover 
thresholds, levels of acceptable profit-
making (if any), what constitutes meaningful 
regulation and accountability, working 
conditions such as pay levels and pay ratios 
and union representation, ‘local’ relevance and 
connection for local and regional publishers;

Broad priorities for the fund, including 
participatory practices, organisations 
providing news for excluded and 
underserved communities, investigative 
or solutions journalism, innovations in 
democratic accountability;

Principles for selecting participants for 
the decision-making panel – for example 
if decision-makers should include union 
representation, civil society leaders, academics 
and/or grantees, as well as ensuring 
demographic balance and representation 
of minorities.

Once the national framework had been agreed, 
assembly members from each devolved nation and 
region would tailor these principles to their own specific 
needs, such as considering Welsh language provision 
in Wales or ensuring cross-community representation 
in Northern Ireland. Broad-based consultation on this 
framework and principles should be undertaken every 
three years to ensure it remains relevant, mirroring the 
Impress model of revisions to its Code.53

established, those with expertise on devolved matters 
should consider how they intersect based on broad 
principles of democracy and equity. 

The fund would have an internal complaints 
mechanism, alongside an independent backstop 
regulator tasked with handling escalated complaints 
and undertaking periodic reviews. The UK Press 
Recognition Panel structure for ensuring independence 
of press regulators from government would be an 
appropriate model for this. Steps should be taken to 
ensure that public money being distributed through the 
fund was exempt from any conditions that would inhibit 
their free speech such as anti-advocacy clauses in 
government contracts.52 

3.3 Priority-setting and strategy

We propose that a national framework determining 
eligibility for the fund and priorities for funding should 
be created by a Citizens Assembly, selected using 
sortition. There will be a national panel of 120, made up 
of ten people from each devolved nation and English 
region, selected according to key demographic criteria 
to ensure the final group included representation 
of a range of marginalised identities and protected 
characteristics. The resulting 120-person assembly 
would hear from relevant experts – including 
newsrooms and those who have conducted research on 
what the wider public want from news organisations – 
and then engage in a deliberative process to determine:
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3.
 P

ro
p

o
sa

l



41Funding journalism using participatory grantmaking40 Funding journalism using participatory grantmaking

Case study 
Citizens Assemblies and 
Citizens Panels
 
Mini-publics – such as Citizens Assemblies, Panels 
and Juries – are participatory democratic processes 
that seek to engage a representative group of citizens 
in decision-making. Citizens Assemblies are typically 
larger bodies that aim to address complex and 
politically significant issues, while Citizens Juries and 
Panels may be smaller and more focused (though 
sometimes these terms are used interchangeably). 
They often use stratified sampling, known as sortition, 
to ensure that citizens from relevant groups are 
recruited, and may seek to overrepresent certain 
minoritised people or communities. 

Mini-publics have been used to set referendum 
questions, consider the use of biometric 
technologies, and to look at the barriers to 
households reducing their carbon emissions.54 As 
a media-related example, in 2022, the Institute of 
Welsh Affairs and the Open University ran a Citizens 
Panel to understand how news and information in 
Wales can be improved. The 15-person panel was 
selected according to a set of eight demographic 
targets, including gender, ethnicity, Welsh speakers, 
and Senedd voters. The group spent 19 hours 
together online, learning from experts in the field, 

deliberating on their views collectively, and putting 
together recommendations.55

Mini-publics can be costly – a Citizens Jury can cost 
£15-20,000 for 2 days56, and the 2019 UK Climate 
Assembly cost around £520,00057. For smaller or 
more targeted journalism funds, assembling a 
demographically representative group of this kind to 
set its parameters and priorities would probably be 
unnecessary. However, in the context of large-scale 
public funding, we believe that integrating mini-
publics would significantly strengthen the legitimacy 
of the fund.
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3.4 Types of grants

While the 12 devolved bodies would have autonomy to 
set the balance of types of grants and grant size, they 
should all provide a mix of:

Multi-year core funding (including salaries) for 
established publishers serving regional, local 
and hyper-local audiences;

Grants for start-ups and new entrants, 
especially in news deserts; 

Scale up funding to support and 
spread innovation.
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3.5 Decision-making panel 
and process

As outlined in section 3.3, principles for how the 
decision-making panel should be selected would 
have been developed by the Citizens Assembly at 
the national level, and then tailored to the devolved 
nations and regions. After this, there would be a 
public callout for decision-makers, alongside solicited 
applications to ensure an applicant pool with sufficient 

The UK-wide pot would provide funds for:

Multi-year core funding for established 
national publishers, and those serving 
geographically dispersed communities;

Infrastructure to support the sector e.g., digital 
innovation to support distribution;

Seed funding for communities who are missing 
from the applicant pool.

Infrastructure funding 
Citizens Assemblies and 
Citizens Panels
 
PGM practitioners recognise that direct grants 
are not the most suitable or useful kind of 
support for all organisations, and often aim to 
go ‘beyond grantmaking’ by offering access to 
services such as lawyers, hosting convenings, or 
investing in buildings or land. For independent 
news organisations, this kind of infrastructural 
support could look like providing easy registration 
for press cards, communication channels with 
digital platforms, or access to low-cost printing. 
Bodies such as ICNN58, the IMA59 and Impress60 

have already scoped many of these needs, and 
could act as intermediaries to reduce the need for 
lengthy applications or complex eligibility criteria. 

Infrastructure funding could also fund digital 
infrastructure to distribute news or facilitate 
monetisation of content. An example of this is the 
recently launched Ping! newswire, developed 
by ICNN. This provides a simple mechanism for 
independent news providers to receive payments 
when original journalism is reused by other 
publishers, which should provide a small but 
steady income stream. Additional grant funding 
could support Ping! to develop additional revenue 
streams for those featured on the service or 
support other initiatives of this kind.
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3.6 Operations

While a detailed account of operations is beyond the 
scope of this proposal, in broad terms the fund would 
have the following operational requirements:

Adequate staffing to ensure participatory 
processes are well organised and facilitated, 
outreach can be undertaken and support 
provided to applicants;

Clear eligibility criteria, simple application 
processes, transparent data including on 
unsuccessful applications;

Reporting processes that support grantees’ 
learning and facilitate their accountability to 
communities and stakeholders;

Building evaluation and learning into every 
stage of the fund, with operations adapted 
between rounds in response to feedback.

 

demographic diversity. Each devolved group from the 
Citizens Assembly would select ten initial decision-
makers for the fund in their area in line with their 
agreed principles. They would also delegate two 
members to select ten initial decision-makers for the 
UK-wide fund, as well as a five-person Equity Board.

These decision-makers would then receive training 
on the criteria and priorities by the Citizens Assembly, 
in order to develop a shared understanding of 
their purpose and rationale. Applications would be 
received, scored according to these criteria, and then 
discussed in a series of meetings. Decisions would 
be made using methods deemed appropriate by the 
Citizens Assembly.61

A proportion of the decision-makers62 would step 
down each round and could not be part of decision-
making for more than three rounds in the lifetime 
of the fund. If deemed appropriate by the Citizens 
Assembly, grantees could join as decision-makers 
in later rounds of the fund. Once grant decisions had 
been made by the devolved and UK-wide bodies, 
the Equity Board would have responsibility to look 
at the overall portfolio of grants in relation to a set 
of equalities criteria and distribute a small number 
of additional grants and seed funding to address 
significant gaps. 
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Values For citizens, the  
democratic outcomes  
will be:

For government  
bodies, the democratic 
outcomes will be:

Independent — Citizens are more informed 
about issues that affect them

— Powerholders are better held 
to account

— Citizens trust media 
not to be influenced by 
vested interests

— Corruption is easier 
to challenge

— Media prevent 
undue influence 
of government by 
corporate interests and 
wealthy individuals

— Positive stories about 
government are 
more trusted

Values For citizens, the  
democratic outcomes  
will be:

For government  
bodies, the democratic 
outcomes will be:

Accountable —  Information is more accurate

—  Media are less harmful to 
individuals and communities

—  Complaints systems are 
more effective

—  Funding is more transparent

— Reporting on 
government is 
more accurate

— Relations between 
Parliamentarians 
and media are 
more transparent

Democratic — Enhanced opportunities to 
develop democratic skills 
within news organisations 

— Greater knowledge of, 
and participation in, wider 
civil society and mutual 
aid networks

— Better understanding of 
relevant public issues 

— Marginalised and excluded 
groups have better 
representation, and greater 
voice and power 

— Greater legitimacy 
due to higher voter 
turnout, participation in 
consultations, etc.

— Reducing democratic 
deficits by being 
more representative 
and responsive

— Enhanced opportunities 
to meaningfully engage 
with citizenry on 
public issues 

For everyone — Better understanding 
between communities and 
greater community cohesion

— Local life is supported 
and sustained – culturally, 
socially and economically

— Information on 
services and policies 
reaches more of the 
communities they are 
meant to serve

— Disenfranchised 
and minoritised 
communities/people 
are reached

Journalism and Funding 

—  McChesney, R. W. and Nichols, J. To Protect and Extend 
Democracy, Recreate Local News Media. Free Press, 2022.

—  Clark, M. and Powell, T. Architects of Necessity: BIPOC 
News Startups’ critique of Philanthropic Interventions. The 
Pivot Fund, 2023.

—  Watkins, L., Media Influence Matrix: United Kingdom. The 
Media Reform Coalition, 2021  

Appendix 3: Democratic Impacts 
of Democratic Media 

As the Media Reform Coalition has often argued, a democratic 
media is not an end in itself – its ultimate goal is to enable a 
more democratic society and culture. Using the four suggested 
values for a participatory journalism fund, the table below 
identifies some of the democratic outcomes, for both citizens 
and government bodies, of having a news media ecology which 
is independent, accountable, democratic and for everyone. 
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