
“Why document? The art of cultivating, documenting, sustaining.”
(Participant in the Feminist Leadership Collaborative project)
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In 2022, Calala Fondo de Mujeres and the Mediterranean Women’s Fund joined the 
Fenomenal Funds Collaboration Labs project, a feminist funding space to facili-
tate collaborations between women’s funds that are part of the Prospera network.

​​Our conversations and collaborative work toward resilience and sustainability in 
our organizations catalyzed reflections on the relationship between the feminist 
principles that guide us and our actual practice in daily work. We put these prin-
ciples into practice both in our internal organizing, and also when collaborating 
with other organizations and accompanying other groups. And we ask ourselves: 
how can we improve the exchange of experiences and knowledge, and thus better 
support the people we engage with along our journey?

Based on these reflections, we decided to collaborate around 
Feminist Organizational Development. We recognized a 
shared interest in focusing our work on feminist leadership, 
as both funds were undergoing leadership transitions and or-
ganizational restructuring. Our conversations expanded from 
organizational development to include feminist co-leader-
ship, horizontal structures, conflict resolution, and feminist 
approaches to managing growth and human resources. This 
deepened our mutual learning and enriched the exchange of 
experiences with other women’s funds.

“A unique and 
transgressive 
space is built when 
powerful women 
come together and 
can reflect deeply. 
It impacts their 
lives and the work 
they do.”
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Like all funding—from donor to organization—this collabo-
ration offered both an opportunity for resourcing and an 
added layer of work, landing on top of already saturated op-
erational and administrative workloads. It came in the midst 
of each fund’s own leadership transitions and structural 
changes. Still, despite the inherent power dynamics in any 
donor–grantee relationship, we approached the obligations 
of this collaborative project from a place of genuine curiosity 
and commitment—as activists and team members grounded 
in our work. Because the initiative came from a flexible femi-

nist funding space focused on resilience and sustainability, we were able to adapt 
to the shifting needs of each fund. Expectations around obligations, workload, 
and accountability evolved to respond to the organizations themselves, rather 
than primarily to the donor’s requirements. 

We were able to remain flexible and adapt the project thanks to 
the space of intimacy, trust, and sincerity built between the teams 
of both funds—even with the challenges of distance and time. We 
coordinated virtually: drafting the proposal, organizing calls to 
prepare for in-person meetings, adjusting budgets, and planning 
the closure and systematization of the collaboration.

Our meetings were intensive working days where we could share, 
debate, and reflect on power and leadership through our own 
lived experiences. We brought our emotions, successes, and celebrations—as well 
as our mistakes, revisions, and lessons—into both structured sessions and spon-
taneous exchanges. There was no fear in making our leadership transitions and 
organizational development processes transparent. 

“I feel honored to have this space of trust and to break with a maxim that is 
the one that sustains violence: that dirty laundry is washed at home. We are 
doing something important, and it deserves joy, that we do it well and with 
depth.” 

At the beginning of the collaboration, during the discovery stage, we were moti-
vated to create a project that would go beyond bilateral learning between our two 
funds. We began with shared dreams and aligned expectations, aiming to reach 
the broader Prospera network community, as well as other organizations and fem-
inist movements.

When defining our collaboration proposal, we were aware of the project’s de-
mands—added to our ongoing operational work and the simultaneous leadership 
transitions and organizational restructuring each fund was navigating. We real-
ized the most strategic adjustment would be to focus the funding and efforts on 
supporting each fund’s executive leadership transition. The collaboration would 
serve as a space to drive discussion and learning around feminist leadership—spe-
cifically around power distribution, coordination, communication, decision-mak-
ing, and accountability.

In the refine stage, we integrated 1. what we had envisioned at the beginning 
around feminist leadership, 2. the learnings drawn from our first-hand experience 
of organizational restructuring through leadership transitions, and 3. the fund-
ing needs of each fund to support those transitions and share the experience and 
insights that emerged from them.

“The collaboration 
has enabled an 
unprecedented 
level of detail about 
understanding 
another fund’s 
organizational 
culture.”

“It is an effort to 
travel, but the 
project can be a 
space for learning 
and strengthening 
the two funds.”
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From the beginning, we set out to create a publication that would capture the les-
sons learned from working among and with feminist funds—to surface reflections 
and useful questions, and to leave behind a collective legacy as a foundation for 
deeper reflection.

This document brings together the content of the discussions, reflections, ques-
tions, and learnings from the collaborative project between Calala Fondo de Mu-
jeres and the Mediterranean Women’s Fund, with the intention to:

•	 Document the collaboration process, gathering reflections, dilemmas and 
key learnings that emerged along the way.

•	 Analyze the dynamics of power, democracy and feminist leadership based 
on the shared experience of both funds.

•	 Share learnings with the Prospera women’s fund community, highlighting 
practices and lessons on feminist leadership.

•	 Capture the essence of the process, honoring the effort, connection and joint 
construction between Calala and the Mediterranean Women’s Funds.

Throughout the collaborative project, we were supported by people who facili-
tated, documented, and interpreted our conversations. Amanda and Majo led the 
facilitation of our final virtual meetings and the project’s closing session, and were 
responsible for systematizing the content of the entire process in this document, 
using the objectives outlined above as a guide for their work.
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Calala and MedWF share the particularity of being funds 
based in the Global North that work with the Global South. 
We also have in common that both organizations have 
grown significantly—and rapidly—in recent years. Amid this 
growth, and the accompanying reflections, challenges, and 
lessons, both funds went through executive leadership tran-
sitions and the resulting organizational restructuring: rede-
fining roles, responsibilities, and strategies for decision-mak-
ing and conflict resolution. These processes were preceded by 
internal discussions, trainings, and a critical examination of 
narratives around concepts such as power, horizontality, and 
(co)responsibility. In this context, conversations about femi-
nist leadership emerged organically for each fund—through 
different paths and in different ways—before the collabora-
tion began.

We met at the crossroads of our organizational journeys. The unique characteris-
tics of each fund’s background emerged as inspiring distinctions—sparking ques-
tions, reflections, challenges, strategies, and tools to deepen our discussions on 
feminist leadership.

In 2023, Calala received news that its Executive Director of 12 years—who had 
been actively involved at the start of the collaborative funding project—would 
be stepping down. We used this leadership change as an opportunity to rethink 
our organizational structure and leadership, as part of a transition toward the 
co-leadership model we had already been exploring. This work led to the forma-
tion of a transition team, an internal assessment of perceptions around shared 
leadership, and the engagement of external support to help restructure roles and 
responsibilities within the team. It also included rethinking our models for direc-
tion, coordination, communication, decision-making, and accountability—all 
unfolding in parallel with the collaboration process with MedWF.

“There are people 
doing something 
similar to what 
I do, with other 
dynamics that 
question power, 
that invest in 
creating other 
leaderships, and 
I find that very 
hopeful and 
positive.”
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We worked to define and explore the relationship between trust, shared responsi-
bility, and autonomy before bringing these concepts into the conversations within 
the collaboration. These terms were central to the collective work Calala carried 
out in developing its anti-racist protocol—which formalized our decolonial ap-
proach—its care policy, and the restructuring of the organization toward shared 
leadership, as a way of putting our values into practice: courage, joyful rebellion, 
community, care, decoloniality, and flexibility.

These three processes of formalizing Calala’s internal mechanisms also made it 
possible to name and surface power dynamics both within and beyond the orga-
nization, and opened space for deeper reflection on workloads and horizontality.

For the fund, care policies are an integral and cross-cutting part of the organiza-
tion’s work. The anti-racist violence protocol, for example, sits at the intersection 
of our care policy and our anti-racist and decolonial commitments, and is con-
tinually adapted to meet the diverse needs of our team members.

At Calala, we practice program and area autonomy, along with transparency in 
budgeting and planning, as strategies to support both individual and collective 
empowerment within the team. For example, we developed an analytical code 
for the organization’s finances—a document that clearly shows where resources 
come from and how expenses are covered. 

For us, the Theory of Change is a tool for ongoing reflection and monitoring, 
used both internally and in our work with the groups we fund and accompany. 
The departure of the Director created a unique opportunity to apply the Theory 
of Change more deeply and broadly, with a renewed focus on shared leadership, 
increased participation in decision-making, and a more equitable distribution of 
power.

While these reflections and the restructuring work that arose from them were 
taking place, we were able to implement moments for collective decision-making 
and co-creation.

As a further exercise in transparency, we conducted a survey to understand where 
the organization stood, and to support the team in embracing the new way of 
working proposed by the transition to shared leadership.

In our collaboration conversations, we 
shared the richness of co-creating the re-
lational charter—a living communication 
tool to guide how we work and coexist 
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with one another day to day. 

During the leadership transition, we faced the challenges of making decisions 
collectively—given the time and patience required to build and implement these 
processes amid an already heavy operational workload. The transition team had 
envisioned that everything would be decided horizontally, but in practice, infor-
mation had to be compartmentalized to meet the needs of the process, and not 

everyone in the organization was fully up to date on the transition.

Through the collaboration, Calala brought a vision of change rooted in rupture 
and creativity—a commitment to building the world we dream of from the inside 
out.

At the Mediterranean Women’s Fund, we began the Collaborative Lab project 
with a Chief Executive Officer in place, under a 15-year leadership model, and in 
the midst of a transition to co-direction by two deputy co-directors—one from the 
northern and one from the southern Mediterranean. Both had been in training 
since early 2024, one having joined the team at that moment and the other in 2018, 
working closely with Calala.

We began working on feminist leadership before the collaboration. Our reflec-
tions focused on defining feminist management as a model of governance, and on 
how power, money, resource distribution, and decision-making are understood 
in the daily work of an intergenerational team of staff and activists—within a con-
text of organizational growth and the ongoing crises affecting the region.

Throughout the MedWF team’s discussions, questions emerged about flexibility 

“To have horizontality is a challen-
ge, to assume our power, responsibi-
lity and autonomy”... “this process is 
courageous”.

- Calala.
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and how this principle relates to the need 
to formalize roles, responsibilities, and 
processes.

We also discussed the need to develop an anti-
racist policy in a collective space within the 
organization, drawing from our experience 
with decolonial and anti-racist work—both 
with communities in France and the Global 
North, and with populations in formerly col-
onized countries of the Global South.

Throughout the collaboration, we consis-
tently emphasized the political vision that 
underpins our work together, to ensure 
we remained clear on the direction we’re 
heading.

For us, defining how to practice feminist 
leadership in a growing organization—made 
up of an intergenerational team with vary-

ing levels of experience—meant grappling with time management and setting 
boundaries between personal and work life.

While we recognize care as a fundamental part of our organizational culture and 
structure, we also face challenges in putting care-focused initiatives into practice. 
These include legal restrictions in France, tax penalties, and the departure of the 
team member previously responsible for care. Although we do not have a formal 
care policy, we have formalized 
and implemented care-related 
actions as an integral part of 
our work.

For MedWF, the co-creation 
of our Strategic Plan—and the 
ongoing reflection on what it 
means to be a feminist fund and 
which values guide our work—
has been fundamental.

We developed a tool that al-
lows everyone on the team to 
see the available budget and 
incorporate it into their respec-
tive projects. Communication 
flows easily, and everyone stays 
informed about one another’s 
activities.
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Like two rivers converging in the Mediterranean after traveling their own paths, 
we consciously came together in this collaboration—with the intention of deep-
ening and expanding the work of defining and practicing feminist leadership as 
the foundation for (re)structuring feminist management in coordination, opera-
tions, and decision-making within our organizations. 

In this sea, nourished by the particularities and visions of each fund, we discov-
ered common ground in our questions and reflections on power, the challenges 
we face, the contradictions within our transition processes, and the practice of 
shared leadership through diverse strategies and tools.

Amid the development of the project—carried out 
largely through virtual platforms we had learned to 
integrate into daily life since the pandemic, with all 
the complications that remote connection entails—
the face-to-face meetings and final workshop became 
revealing spaces. They allowed for a kind of intimate 
coexistence with another organization, where trust 
could be built and vulnerability welcomed. In those 
moments, we came to know each other—our teams, 
our ways of working—in ways we had never before ex-
perienced with another fund.

“This meeting has 
done me good, it gave 
me the impression of 
familiarity, warmth 
and human warmth, 
especially when I 
had left my country 
behind, this space has 
allowed me to patch 
myself up.”
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We write from a deep place of recognition, gratitude and complicity. This 
space we share is not just a meeting: it is a refuge where we reflect with-
out limits and dream together with feminist leadership that transforms 
our realities.

In this space of trust, something more than the sum of our knowledge 
and experience has been generated. In community, with love and with 
a sincerity that allows us to speak without reservation, we have wo-
ven bonds that transcend this space, our differences, and even our own 
borders. This fabric—made of complicity, tenderness, and active listen-
ing—strengthens us and gives us the energy to keep dreaming and act-
ing with courage.

Each meeting has been a mirror where we have seen our struggles and, 
above all, our capacity to connect through our shared humanity as a 
radical act. We have stripped ourselves bare, leaving behind the limits 
imposed by systems that do not represent us, and we have found a safe 
place to question, reflect, and dream without fear.

Thank you for your commitment, for the openness and curiosity with 
which you entered this space. Thank you for showing that we can speak 
of the uncomfortable with transparency—because that, too, is part of 
the change we seek. This exercise in honesty not only transforms us as 
organizations, but also breaks with old maxims that perpetuate silence 
and violence. Today, we know that opening up allows us to see more 
clearly and act more deeply.

You inspire us to keep building a feminist utopia where shared leader-
ship, horizontality, and co-responsibility guide us. This bond we’ve cre-
ated embraced language barriers and professional differences, because it 
is grounded in trust and in mutual recognition of our collective strength.

We are honored to walk beside you, weaving together a future that de-
serves the joy of being transformative, profound, and full of possibility. 
May these spaces remain beacons of action, always reminding us that 
we are not alone—and that what we do matters, and matters deeply.

With love, admiration and solidarity
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Before we can define what feminist leadership is and 
how it functions, we ask ourselves: What does an ideal 
feminist organization look like? What elements shape it, 
sustain it, and are put into practice within it?

We know that context, needs, and both individual and 
collective circumstances play an important role in defin-
ing what a feminist organization is. As a result, the col-
lective development of the concept of leadership from a 
feminist perspective is, to some extent, shaped by these 
and other factors. However, there is a set of core ideas 
about power that we share—rooted in our political vi-
sions, principles, and values:

•	 Care at the center
An organization with a realistic and viable care policy, fully integrated into its 
operations

“Honestly, what’s the point of helping others when you can’t take care of 
yourself? In the end, we can’t do it all, we can’t save the world, and we help 
less when we’re exhausted.”

•	 Transparency in resource management
Everyone who works in or is part of the organization is informed about how re-
sources are managed, how they are spent, and why.

•	 Practice of autonomy and co-responsibility
There is trust in the team and its members—a strong team capable of taking on 
responsibilities and managing itself, with diverse and shared leadership.

“We start from feminist 
leadership, we start 
from a feminist utopia, 
it is our strength, to 
be able to collaborate 
together, it goes 
beyond professional 
relationships. We have 
created bonds beyond 
language barriers.”
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•	 The vision, mission and well-being of organization take pre-
cedence over the requirements of funders

As funds, we risk compromising our vision—and, by extension, the groups we 
support—when donor-imposed conditions conflict with our principles. We there-
fore commit to not accepting conditional funding and to saying no when funding 
poses a risk to our integrity. 

•	 Changing the world starts with changing ourselves
Our principles and values are lived both individually and collectively, within the 
organization and in our relationships with the groups and organizations we col-
laborate with, support, and fund.

When talking about the foundations and practice of leadership in a feminist orga-
nization, we talk first of all about:

	

	 Power

	 Power to 

“Why do we feel rejection towards power and reject it because we believe it 
is negative? On the other hand, we also ask ourselves: why don’t we recog-
nize those moments when we do have power?”

Power for what?

Power is not a “bad” thing. How we understand power has changed a lot over 
these years. Before, it was conceived of as something bad, now it is understood as 
something intrinsic to the life of organizations.

And we agreed that in the practice of feminist leadership we require dynamic 
power with dynamic leadership. 

“All relationships 
are influenced by 
power.”

“The notion of power is interesting, we can control it 
but not exercise it over others, as a collective we have 
tools to control power collectively. There is an important 
responsibility with power.”
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We understood that this conversation about power necessarily opens up dis-
cussions and questions about:
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Throughout our process, and based on both individual and collective experi-
ences — within each fund and in this collaboration — we also connected the 
transformation and transition of leadership with:
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The closing of this process is not an endpoint, but 
another step along a shared path. Reflections and 
learnings on feminist leadership do not end here; on 
the contrary, they continue to evolve—nourished by 
unanswered questions, ongoing contradictions, and 
the constant search for more just and sustainable 
ways of organizing. Resilience and adaptability 
have emerged as essential elements in this journey, 
reminding us that building feminist spaces also re-
quires learning to navigate uncertainty and sustain 
ourselves amid complexity 

One of the most prominent challenges that emerged 
in this process is the tension between principles 
and operational realities. Feminist organizations 
strive for leadership models that redistribute power, 
foster horizontality, and prioritize care. Yet the day-
to-day demands of running an organization often 
pull in other directions: the pressure to secure fund-
ing, the weight of administrative tasks, and the need 
to make rapid decisions in critical moments. These 
pressures can create contradictions between ideals 
and practice—and, at times, lead to a kind of self 
-imposed pressure that results in stress and overwork.

“I loved it the first time, 
and I loved it this time 
too. I feel like we are 
very similar and it’s great 
to be able to share it 
with others who do very 
similar things, although 
at the same time we are 
very different. It’s very 
inspiring to listen to 
each other. I don’t know, 
I really enjoy listening to 
you and seeing how you 
work, the challenges you 
have. We always take 
away things to reflect on 
and learn. I wish we had 
more moments like this 
to be able to reflect like 
this, because I always 
marvel at how great it is.”
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Throughout this collaboration, it became clear that setting boundaries is es-
sential to prevent passion and commitment from turning into exhaustion. Care, 
understood as an organizational commitment, requires sustained collective pro-
cesses and spaces for reflection—to identify needs and assess the team’s capacity 
to respond. However, this approach often clashes with organizational structures 
and funding logics that don’t allow for the time and patience it demands. In this 
context, learning to say “no” becomes a necessary political practice—one that 
protects the team’s well-being and helps ensure the sustainability of the work.

This collaboration has also been a space for deep questioning of power and the 
structures that uphold it. In both organizations, the effort to build shared leader-
ship is recognized—alongside the understanding that, at times, functional hier-
archies are inevitable. The question, then, is not whether such hierarchies should 
exist, but how to make them dynamic and accountable, without replicating the 
authoritarian logics of patriarchy. Similarly, it was acknowledged that working in 
feminist organizations and receiving a salary is not incompatible with militancy 
and activism—but it does raise new questions about how to navigate both spaces 
without losing autonomy or diluting political principles within the logic of the 
market.

The leadership transition process at both funds revealed that organizational 
change often brings discomfort—especially for those who took on roles within 
the transition teams. The additional workload, uncertainty, and need to rethink 
internal structures required not only time and dedication, but also patience and 
generosity. This experience reaffirmed the importance of ensuring that, in times 
of change, care is not pushed to the margins but integrated as a central part of 
organizational reconfiguration.

Reciprocal learning: what we take away from this proces
Beyond the challenges, this shared path brought meaningful learnings for both 
organizations. MedWF emphasized the importance of agreements as the foun-
dation for any work or coexistence process, highlighting the need for clear com-
munication and compassion in the workplace. For Calala, it was inspiring to see 
how MedWF had been able to say “no” to certain funding opportunities when they 
threatened the organization’s principles. The ability to refuse funding—even in 
contexts of economic pressure—offered a powerful lesson in political coherence.

For its part, Calala placed anti-racist work at the center of the discussion, fram-
ing it as a cross-cutting theme in the conversations on feminist leadership. This 
reflection led both organizations to rethink not only their internal structures but 
also the vision and mission of their work—reaffirming their commitment to a de-
colonial feminist philanthropy.

One of the most powerful lessons from this experience was the realization that 
organizational transitions are not only structural—they also involve personal 
transformation. Each team member’s experience of the process left its mark on 
how they understand leadership, power, and co-responsibility. We learned that 
patience is essential in any transition, that there are no definitive formulas, and 
that building feminist leadership is, above all, an ongoing exercise in question-
ing and evolution. 



22

C
ollaboration on Fem

inist Leadership

Igniting and sustaining the conversation: the flame lives on
At the end of this process, it became clear that feminist leadership is a constant-
ly shifting horizon. There are no definitive answers or single models. What we do 
share is a commitment to keep exploring—to keep the conversation open about 
power, the distribution of responsibilities, and the organizational structures we 
want to build. 

This process leaves us with the certainty that questioning is 
not a sign of weakness, but a necessary practice for progress. 
Feminist leadership, far from being a fixed destination, is a 
journey that reinvents itself again and again. 

Those who participated in this collaboration 
emphasized the need to ignite—and keep alive—
the conversation about feminist leadership, 
about power, and about power relations within 
the movement ecosystem:

“Something important to remember is that the very principle of femi-
nist organizing and management is constant questioning in order to im-
prove. That’s why this project can’t really have an end—because the goal 
is to keep working collectively, even within our own organizations, to do 

better. I think that’s what each of us is doing. So it’s also about figuring out how we’ll 
create a publication that’s truly meaningful—knowing that it’s not just about leader-
ship or feminist organization as isolated topics, but about offering a space for people 
to reflect and question. The hope is to create something that acts like a navigational 
map—a systemic view of the feminist experience. I think our thinking, our work, and 
our path toward that are not only about leadership or management, but also about 
how we navigate all of this—how each of us, from our own backgrounds, arrives at 
what we believe really matters.” 

What we have built together during this time is not just a set of technical learn-
ings or organizational strategies. Above all, it is a way of navigating change with 
greater awareness, more confidence, and stronger tools to sustain us along 
the way. It’s not only about leadership and management, but about how we learn 
to walk together—with all that entails: doubts, certainties, contradictions, and 
hopes.

The collaboration between Calala and MedWF has been an exercise in listening, 
sharing, and building together. And although this process is coming to an end, 
the conversation remains open. We know there will be other meetings, other 
questions, and other ways to continue weaving together. Because if this process 
has taught us anything, it is that feminist leadership is not about fixed answers, 
but about creating spaces of possibility. 

“Questioning 
ourselves allows us 
to move forward 
and practice 
better feminist 
management.”

“Feminist 
leadership is 
something 
that is ever-
changing 
and always 
in question.”
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Questions to guide our ongoing reflection:
Learnings, such as reflections and questions that were asked or shared through-
out the collaboration:

•	 What defines an organization as a feminist organization? What is feminist 
leadership and how is it practiced?

•	 In a feminist organization, are we all activists with the same political vision– 
or do we have compatible political visions?

Power for what? 

•	 What role does the intergenerational aspect play in the organization’s power 
relations?

•	 How do relationships with funders and money impact relationships and the 
exercise of power in the organization?

•	 On what basis is leadership—and the exercise of power—legitimized? Is it 
rooted in values such as horizontality, autonomy, co-responsibility, and flex-
ibility? What other values and principles come into play, and why?

•	 Does every leadership transition involve organizational restructuring?

•	 How does the change in leadership come about or is it decided?

•	 How do we define the roadmap for leadership change, transitions and organi-
zational restructuring?

•	 Who do we involve in leadership transition and/or restructuring processes, 
considering workloads and organizational development? When do we involve 
them—maintaining the same team over time, integrating more colleagues, 
rotating roles, or democratizing processes? Who makes the final decisions?

What are the power 
relations practiced in 
the organization? What 
does this exercise of 
power respond to?




