
 
 

 
 

   

 

2026 Public Engagement Starter Fund Application 

Guidelines  

Aim of the Fund 
The Public Engagement Starter Fund provides financial support of up to £4000 to University of 
Cambridge research staff and PhD students to design and deliver projects in public 
engagement with research. 

Information about the Starter Fund prior to application 
Review further information about the funding scheme and a list of previous winners and 
their public engagement projects. You can also attend one of our introductory sessions: 
 
24 June 2-3:30pm 
2 July 10-11:30am 
13 July 2-3:30pm 
4 August 3-4:30pm 
28 August 10-11:30am 
1 September 11am-12:30pm 
1 September 2-3:30pm 
 
For any questions about the Fund please contact starterfund@admin.cam.ac.uk 
Please contact us before submitting your application if you have any questions about these 
guidelines. 

Eligibility  

• Researchers and PhD students must be members of the University of Cambridge from the 
application deadline to the end of the delivery window for the project in December 2027.  

• Public engagement/outreach/communications/research impact professionals/research or 
project managers/other professional services staff are not eligible for this grant scheme. 
This group of professionals are encouraged to discuss proposals with researchers and help 
them complete application forms.  

• Previous recipients are eligible to apply for funding. The assessment panel will look for 
significant development of the idea or activity within the new application if applying for 
the same project.  

• Applicants must be able to provide a signed letter from a University of Cambridge 
Departmental finance contact stating that they agree to administer the Fund on the 
applicant’s behalf. Applicants who do not provide this will be excluded from the judging 
process. It is not possible to manage this fund through a College. Please note that we are 
unable to use financial contacts outside of the University (e.g. charities/companies/ 
personal bank accounts). Applicants who do not supply this information will be excluded 
from the Starter Fund judging process. 

https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/information-for-staff-and-students/public-engagement-starter-fund
https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/information-for-staff-and-students/public-engagement-starter-fund/projects-funded-through-the-public-engagement-starter-fund
https://www.cam.ac.uk/public-engagement/information-for-staff-and-students/public-engagement-starter-fund/projects-funded-through-the-public-engagement-starter-fund
https://www.training.cam.ac.uk/course/rdp-pe-dropin-SF
https://www.training.cam.ac.uk/event/6383029
https://www.training.cam.ac.uk/event/6383055
https://www.training.cam.ac.uk/event/6383091
https://www.training.cam.ac.uk/event/6383123
https://www.training.cam.ac.uk/event/6383144
https://www.training.cam.ac.uk/event/6383171
https://www.training.cam.ac.uk/event/6383188
mailto:starterfund@admin.cam.ac.uk


 
 

 
 

   

 

Note: We expect the main applicant to be the lead in delivering the project. 
Note: The Stater Fund can support payments to partners, participants, and collaborators. If 
you are planning to pay someone and/or need advice on intellectual property, we can offer 
advice on payment methods and agreement terms to suit your needs. Please note that this 
may influence your timeline. Do not hesitate to get in touch as early as possible. 
Note: If you intend to pay an external collaborator/company to deliver part of the project, 
please supply a justification for choosing them. If you or a project collaborator are, in any way, 
involved with the company or would directly financially benefit from the Starter Fund being 
awarded, you must disclose this openly and make a case to why this company is uniquely 
placed to deliver the project.  

Conditions of funding  
1. Training: All successful applicants will be required to attend dedicated training sessions on 

Introduction to public engagement, Planning public engagement and Evaluation, and advised 
on appropriate courses run as part of the Engaged Researcher training programme to develop 
the skills they need to successfully deliver their project. 

2. Reporting: All successful applicants will be required to submit an interim report due on 31 
May 2027 (six months after the start date) and a final report, including project evaluation, due 
on 30 Nov 2027 (twelve months after the start date).  

3. Sharing best practice and learning through public engagement case studies: successful 
applicants will be asked to provide information, text, quotes and images for their project to be 
developed into a case study.  

All awardees are requested to acknowledge the support they receive through the Starter Fund 
when talking about their projects. Appropriate materials will be provided. 

Data policy 
We need to collect personal data, application data, and demographic data for this project.  
• Personal data is used to identify and track and rank applicants through the Starter Fund 

application process.  
• If successful, full names of applicants will be published on the Public Engagement website.   
• Personal data of non-awardees will be deleted after 12 months. In this interim time, we will 

use their data to highlight opportunities relevant to their proposal or offer them further 
support. 

• We also collect demographic data. This is collected through an anonymous survey, 
unlinked to the application data. This enables us to monitor who takes part in public 
engagement programmes. We use this data to ensure we reach a wide range of people 
within the University.  

• All data we collect is stored securely on the University’s encrypted computer system. 
• Data is used for reporting and accountability purposes both internally within the University 

and externally to the public.  
• Consult our privacy policy for staff and students (this includes PhD students). 

https://www.hr.admin.cam.ac.uk/hr-staff/hr-data/how-we-handle-your-personal-data
https://www.information-compliance.admin.cam.ac.uk/data-protection/student-data


 
 

 
 

   

 

Timeline  
• 4 September 2026: Deadline for submitting applications 
• 5 October 2026: Decision to be communicated to applicants  
• 1 November 2026: activities can start 
• 31 May 2027: Interim report is due 
• 30 November 2027: Final report is due 
• Activities must take place by 31 December 2027 

Judging criteria  
For the purpose of the award, we use the National Coordinating Centre of Public 
Engagement’s definition of public engagement with research: 
 
Public Engagement with Research describes the myriad of ways in which the activity 
and benefits of higher education and research can be shared with the public. 
Engagement is a two-way process, involving interaction and listening, with the goal of 
generating mutual benefit. 

The key principles of public engagement with research are:  
• it must be underpinned by contemporary research. 
• it involves elements of genuine interaction, e.g. through dialogue, participation, 

collaboration and co-production, and demonstrates mutual benefit to all involved. Benefits 
may include acquiring knowledge, skills, insight and new perspectives.  

• it engages with people and/or organisations from beyond academia.  

Projects must also do one or more of the following:  
• reach a specific target community or group relevant to the applicant’s research, 

outside of academia. 
• develop a partnership with a community of interest, outside of academia. 
• create an innovative activity for a festival or event, including the Cambridge Festival. 

A wide variety of projects are eligible for this fund, such as (but not limited to):  
• Live events, such as festivals, discussions, talks, workshops, science cafes. 
• Collaborative projects with defined external parties and communities as partners in 

research, including new approaches to engage under-represented groups in academia, a 
particular geographic area and/or commercialise research.  

• Public involvement, including patient groups (e.g. PPIE) and citizen science activity.  
• Digital engagement through social media, online discussion events, blogs, podcasts 

and videos which include a strong interactive element. 
• Exhibitions and installations within museums and galleries.  
• Education programmes that connect pupils, teachers, and/or education providers 

directly with research.  
• Activity that acts as a pilot for a planned large-scale public engagement project within 

a grant application.  

https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/about-engagement/what-public-engagement
https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/about-engagement/what-public-engagement
https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/about-engagement/what-public-engagement


 
 

 
 

   

 

Please note: 
• We are unable to fund catering or travel costs unless it is shown that these are integral to 

the proposed activity, well justified and reasonably costed and a small proportion of the 
total. 

• External groups must be the main focus of the activity funded by this scheme. 
•  Activities associated with conferences or similar activities should clearly show how 

these will do one or more of the following:  
o attract participation from communities/relevant external groups. 
o encourage two-way dialogue between academics and external groups and 

individuals. 
o offer significant demonstrable value to the external groups and individuals. 

• If the activity is associated with a fee-paying conference or event, the applicant should show 
clearly why the conference or event fees cannot cover this portion of the activity. 

• Funding cannot cover costs for project staff who receive a full-time salary from their 
organisation or employer.  

• Funding for general purpose hardware, apparatus or equipment such as digital cameras, 
telescopes or computers cannot be covered unless they are shown to be integral to the 
project, not to be for a one-off activity, and must be less than 40% of the project costs. 

• For applications that target only policymakers, we invite applicants to discuss those with 
CSaP as they provide expert support and funding programs for this type of engagement.  

• Projects funded through the Starter Fund don’t directly support commercialisation, 
though you can use them to explore collaborating with businesses. We invite applicants 
that want to commercialise a product or service in return for a payment from the end 
user to contact the Impact team and Cambridge Enterprise as they provide expert 
support and funding programs. All products/outcomes of the Starter Fund must be free 
of charge for the end user.  

• If the application builds on an existing public engagement project, it must demonstrate 
how this grant will support a significant new development or enable the project to 
become sustainable.  

• If the total cost of the project can't be entirely covered by the Starter Fund, please 
comment on how you are planning to cover the remaining expenses (e.g. matched 
funding, College grants, research grants, professional body grants, etc.). Consult this 
section for constraints on what the Starter Fund can and cannot cover.  

• If two applications are equally matched, we will consider the career stage of the 
applicant and their School, to ensure we fund activities across a range of disciplines and 
seniority. 

• You need to discuss the ethical aspects of your project with the appropriate contact in 
your department/institution and take the necessary steps to secure ethical approval. It is 
recommended you do this at the application stage. Learn more about the Research 
Ethics Framework. 

An excellent application should do a number (but not necessarily all) of the 

following:  
• Demonstrate a strong link between your research and proposed public engagement 

https://www.research-integrity.admin.cam.ac.uk/research-ethics
https://www.research-integrity.admin.cam.ac.uk/research-ethics


 
 

 
 

   

 

activity.  
• Clearly identify the external groups you will be working with and why you have chosen 

them.  
• List clear objectives for the project and proposed outcomes and potential impact for your 

chosen group and for yourself.  
• Show innovative and/or imaginative approaches to engagement.  
• Demonstrate a well-thought-out and clear process for the proposed public 

engagement activity including realistic timelines and a clear plan for delivery.  
• Consider potential barriers to engagement and how you will overcome these. 
• Show the relevance and timeliness of your proposed activity.  
• Show evidence of adequate and appropriate means of publicity to reach and attract your 

target group.  
• Give suggestions on how the project may be developed in the future, including 

opportunities for further funding, new collaborations, commercialisation etc.   
• Provide evidence of evaluation approaches, appropriate for the project. 
• Provide a list of realistic and accurate budget categories.  

Your application will be shortlisted against the following criteria: 
• Does the application meet the criteria for the fund? 
• Does the application meet the key principles of public engagement with research as 

outlined in the scope of the award?  
• Is it underpinned by the applicant’s contemporary research? 
• Does it involve elements of genuine interaction, e.g. through dialogue, participation, 

collaboration and co-production, and demonstrates mutual benefit to all involved? 
Benefits may include knowledge, skills, insight and new perspectives.  

• Does it engage people and/or organisations from beyond academia. 

If shortlisted, your project will be assessed by the judging panel against the 

following criteria, all equally weighted: 
• Quality of the plan: have you clearly outlined how you will deliver the project, and have 

you demonstrated it is feasible? Is it innovative? Have you shown you have the necessary 
expertise, and if not, how will you secure it? 

• Benefit for the target group: have you clearly identified a target group that makes sense 
for your research? How will they benefit from this project, or what will change for them?  

• Benefit for your research: How will this project benefit your research? What change will 
it bring to your research activity? 

• Value for money: Is your budget realistic, and does it fall under the constraints of what 
this fund can cover? Could you run this activity again in the future? Could it become 
sustainable? 

• Evaluation: have you outlined clear and achievable aims? Have you outlined an 
evaluation plan that is suitable for the activity? 

We use the following grading system   
• 0 – missing/not mentioned  



 
 

 
 

   

 

• 1 – negligible/poor  
• 2 – average  
• 3 – good  
• 4 – excellent 
 



 
 

 
 

   

 

Finance letter template  
To the kind attention of the Public Engagement team, 
My full name is [full name], my job title is [job title] in [department/office/institution]. My email 
contact is [University of Cambridge email address]. 
I confirm I have been informed that [applicant] is applying for the Starter Fund, that I will be able 
to receive the money in our accounts, and reimburse the applicant through the University finance 
systems during the delivery of the project. 
Best regards, 

Application questions 

Applicant details 

• Lead applicant's full name 
• CRSID 
• Email address 
• Role (e.g. PhD student, postdoc, lecturer, UTO, CTO etc.) 
• College affiliation 
• School affiliation 
• Faculty/Department/Institute/Office affiliation (this will change depending what 

School you selected) 
• Website or social media account for the project (if available) 
• Include any websites or social media accounts associated with your project. If 

you don't have any accounts associated, please write N/A. 
• Project description for the Public Engagement website 
• Please write a short description (max 300 words) in plain language to describe 

your project. If your project is successful, this will be published on the Public 
Engagement website. 

• Have you discussed this application with a Public Engagement Professional? 
• If you would like to discuss your project with the central Public Engagement 

Team before submitting your application, please email 
starterfund@admin.cam.ac.uk  

• Please note that this is not a requirement to apply for the Starter Fund.  
• Have you attended any Public Engagement Engaged Researcher training 

session? 
• Please note that this is not a requirement to apply for the Starter Fund. 
• Have you taken part in any of the University's Public Engagement Events, and if so 

which one(s)? Please note that this is not a requirement to apply for the Starter 
Fund. 

• Have you participated to one of the Starter Fund drop-in sessions? 
• You can find links to book one above. 
• Please note that this is not a requirement to apply for the Starter Fund. 
• If you are on a fixed term contract, what is the anticipated end date? 
• We expect recipients of this fund to be employed by the University for the whole 

mailto:starterfund@admin.cam.ac.uk


 
 

 
 

   

 

duration of the project, until December 2027. 
• If you are a PhD student, when is your expected graduation? 
• We expect recipients of this fund to be studying at the University for the whole 

duration of the project, until December 2027. 
• If this is a group project, please add here the email addresses of the people who 

need to receive information about the Starter Fund. 
• If your project involves an external partner, please specify the name of the 

partner/organisation, a website for them if available, and what country they are 
based in. 

Due diligence 

• Is any party involved in the Project based in a country subject to an arms 
embargo https://www.gov.uk/guidance/trade-sanctions-arms-embargoes-and-
other-trade-restrictions#countries-and-destinations-subject-to-arms-embargo-
trade-sanctions-and-other-trade-restrictions ? And/or on the U.S. Consolidated 
Screening List https://www.trade.gov/data-visualization/csl-search? And/or A 
state military organisation?  

• If you have questions or need guidance on answering the question please contact 
rooduediligence@admin.cam.ac.uk with starterfund@admin.cam.ac.uk in cc. 

Export control 

• Export control - Will you be sharing any data, materials, software, technology or goods 
outside the UK that is on the UK Export Controls List https://www.gov.uk/guidance/uk-
strategic-export-controls ? 

If you have questions or need guidance on answering the question please contact 
rooduediligence@admin.cam.ac.uk with starterfund@admin.cam.ac.uk in cc. 

Finance contact details and consent 

• Who is the contact in your department/organisation that will handle the fund 
transfer? This is likely to be someone in the finance team in your department. 
Please write their first name, surname, and email address. This must be a 
University of Cambridge contact. 

• Please upload a letter, signed by your financial contact, stating their full name, 
job title and department affiliation, and their agreement to administer the Starter 
Fund on your behalf.  

• By ticking this box, I confirm I will be leading this project. 
• By ticking this box, I confirm I will attend the compulsory training sessions about 

Introduction to Public Engagement, Evaluation, and Planning your Public 
Engagement, as well as the Induction session. 

• By ticking this box, I confirm I give consent for my email address to be shared with 
other Starter Fund awardees should my application be successful. 

• I consent to being added to the Public Engagement Teams channel. 

Co-Applicants 

This should include details of any internal co-applicants. Please also list here any 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/trade-sanctions-arms-embargoes-and-other-trade-restrictions#countries-and-destinations-subject-to-arms-embargo-trade-sanctions-and-other-trade-restrictions
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/trade-sanctions-arms-embargoes-and-other-trade-restrictions#countries-and-destinations-subject-to-arms-embargo-trade-sanctions-and-other-trade-restrictions
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/trade-sanctions-arms-embargoes-and-other-trade-restrictions#countries-and-destinations-subject-to-arms-embargo-trade-sanctions-and-other-trade-restrictions
https://www.trade.gov/data-visualization/csl-search
mailto:rooduediligence@admin.cam.ac.uk
mailto:starterfund@admin.cam.ac.uk
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/uk-strategic-export-controls
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/uk-strategic-export-controls


 
 

 
 

   

 

external partners (and relevant affiliations) who have agreed to be involved in the project. 
• Please add here the full name and affiliations of any co-applicants, both internal 

and external. Please note that we will consider you the lead applicant and only 
your email address and any other email addresses you provided in Question 22 
will receive communication from us about the project. 

Your public engagement project 

• Project title  
• Please choose a project title of max 20 words. 
• Summary of your research 
• Include a summary of the research your public engagement project is based on. (max 100 

words). 
• Target group 

Please specify who you would be engaging with, the key communities and/or relevant parties for 
your research, and how you would reach them. Why is your research relevant to them? (max 200 
words) 

• Project outline 
Provide a practical outline of your public engagement project. Mention your activities, where and 
how they would take place, and how long they would last (eg, a 1 week exhibition, a 2hr 
workshop, a social media campaign over 3 months, meetings with policymakers...). Briefly 
mention why you have selected this method of engagement and why it's appropriate for your 
target group. Comment on whether the activities in this project could be repeated in the future, 
and if there is the possibility for them to become sustainable through other avenues. (max 300 
words) 

• Timeline  
Include a timeline for the planning and delivery of this project. (max 200 words) 

• Impact 
What change do you think this project will have on your research, professional development and 
on the communities/relevant parties you will engage with? Please elaborate on the likely 
outcomes this project is going to generate, and how, if sustained, it may lead to long-term impact. 
(max 200 words) 

• Evaluation 
What are the aims of your project? What evaluation tools will you use? How will you use 
evaluation to assess the effectiveness of your project? (max 200 words) 

• Amount of funding applied for (up to £4,000). Please enter this as a number, without the 
£ sign. 

• Budget breakdown 
Provide a breakdown of your anticipated expenditure. If the total cost of the project can't be 
entirely covered by the Starter Fund, please comment on how you are planning to cover the 
remaining expenses (eg. matched funding, a College grant, a research grant, a grant form a 
professional body, etc.). Please carefully review the guidelines to check what this fund can and 
cannot cover. (max 200 words) 

• Approval 
If you are a postgraduate student or postdoc, confirm that you have permission from your 
supervisor for this project. 



 
 

 
 

   

 

• Please type here your supervisor's/line manager's full name and email address. 
• If applicable, add any pictures, web links, testimonials, or documents in support of your 

application here or in one separate pdf file. If you have difficulty uploading documents, 
please email: starterfund@admin.cam.ac.uk *Please make sure that all documents are 
titled "lastname_short description of the content", i.e., Etingu_Testimonial. If you send 
more than one testimonial, just add "_1", "_2" after the title. i.e., Etingu_Testimonial_1 

• Is there anything else you would like to let us know? 
Please add any additional information you would like to submit in support of your application. 
(max 200 words) 

• I confirm I filled in the demographics survey https://forms.office.com/e/MR4dL5wgPc 

mailto:starterfund@admin.cam.ac.uk
https://forms.office.com/e/MR4dL5wgPc
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