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Building Community Research Partnerships - Seed Funding Awards

Frequently Asked Questions
1. What are the Seed Funding Awards?
The awards provide small grants to support early engagement and partnership-building between researchers, communities and voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) organisations before a research funding application is developed. They create time and space for partners to build relationships, share perspectives, understand local needs and explore opportunities for future collaboration.
2. Who is providing the funding?
The Sussex & Surrey Research Engagement Network (SS REN) is providing the funding and delivering the programme in partnership with the National Institute for Health and Care Research Applied Research Collaboration Kent, Surrey and Sussex (ARC KSS).
3. Who can apply?
Applications must be made jointly by:
· At least one community or VCSE organisation.
· A researcher, research team or research organisation, such as a university, NHS organisation, local authority or another organisation involved in research. This can include early career researchers, clinical researchers and multidisciplinary research teams.
The researcher or research team and the community or VCSE partner must be from different organisations. All partners should be genuinely involved in planning and delivering the proposed activity.
4. Can a community organisation apply without a researcher?
No. Applications must be made jointly by at least one community or VCSE organisation and a researcher, research team or research organisation.
5. Can a researcher apply without a community partner?
No. Researchers must apply with at least one community or VCSE organisation.
6. Who must submit the application?
Either partner can submit the application, but the application must show a genuine partnership in planning and delivering the proposed activity.
7. What areas does the funding cover?
The first funding round is for Sussex and Surrey. A second round for Kent will open in April 2027, with further details available in January 2027. At least one community or VCSE partner and the proposed engagement activity must be based in the relevant funding area. For this funding, Kent, Surrey and Sussex exclude Greater London and the London boroughs.
8. How much funding can we apply for?
Applicants can request up to £2,000 per project. Funding requests should provide an indicative budget showing how the funding is expected to be used. Successful applicants may be asked to refine and agree a more detailed budget before funding is released.
9. How many awards are available?
It is anticipated that seven awards will be made across Sussex and Surrey. A further two awards are anticipated for the Kent round.
10. What can the funding be used for?
The funding can support early engagement and partnership-building activities that enable partners to:
· conduct community engagement and partnership-building activities;
· explore shared interests and opportunities for collaboration;
· build new local partnerships, strengthen existing relationships and build trust;
· understand barriers and facilitators to research participation for underserved groups;
· share knowledge, experiences and perspectives on local health and care challenges;
· identify and address barriers that may affect participation in research;
· explore opportunities for underserved communities to engage and participate in research; and
· strengthen links between community organisations, researchers and the wider research system.
11. What types of costs are eligible?
Eligible costs may include:
· payments, rewards or incentives for public contributors;
· payments to community organisations supporting engagement and partnership-building;
· meeting room hire and refreshments;
· online meeting and engagement platforms;
· materials for workshops and creative engagement activities;
· travel and reasonable out-of-pocket expenses;
· accessibility support and reasonable adjustments;
· development of engagement materials, videos, infographics and other accessible resources;
· translation, interpreting and communication support, including British Sign Language and Easy Read production; and
· other reasonable costs directly associated with community engagement and partnership-building.
12. What costs are not eligible?
The funding cannot cover:
· directly incurred research staff time;
· salaries or backfill costs for universities, NHS organisations, local authorities or other research organisations;
· estates and infrastructure costs;
· general organisational overheads;
· research design, delivery or data collection activities;
· development of fully defined research proposals; or
· costs incurred after the funded activity has been completed.
13. Can the funding be used to develop an existing research proposal?
No. The funding is for early engagement and partnership-building before a research funding application is developed. It cannot support public involvement to develop or refine a proposal that is already substantially defined, or activity taking place after a proposal has been fully developed and is moving towards submission or delivery.
14. Can the award pay for research activity?
No. The award cannot fund the design or delivery of research projects, data collection or research prioritisation exercises.
15. Does our idea need to lead to a future research proposal?
Activities should show the potential to inform future inclusive research projects that may be submitted to the NIHR or other research funders. Applicants should focus on the longer-term outcomes the partnership could achieve, but a future research proposal is not guaranteed.
16. What is meant by “underserved communities”?
Underserved communities are people and groups who are underrepresented in research or experience barriers to participation. This will vary by research topic, setting and local context. Examples may include people from minoritised ethnic communities, people living in areas of deprivation, disabled people, people experiencing homelessness, carers, rural communities, refugees and asylum seekers, LGBTQ+ communities and other groups that may be underrepresented in research or experience barriers to participation.
17. Does the project need to involve an underserved community?
Applications should demonstrate a commitment to engaging communities that are underrepresented in research or experience barriers to participation. Applicants should explain how their activities will create opportunities for underserved communities to engage with research and research-related discussions.
18. What makes a strong application?
Strong applications will demonstrate:
· meaningful opportunities for researchers, communities and VCSE organisations to build relationships, share knowledge and explore mutual interests;
· a genuine and equitable partnership that values community knowledge, expertise and lived experience alongside research expertise;
· alignment with the UK Standards for Public Involvement and NIHR Public Partnership objectives;
· a commitment to engaging underserved communities;
· creative or innovative engagement approaches where appropriate;
· potential to build trusted and sustainable relationships beyond the funded activity;
· potential to inform future inclusive research;
· potential to support future collaboration, community engagement and research opportunities; and
· value for money.
19. Can we use a creative approach to engagement?
Yes. Creative and innovative approaches are welcomed, provided they create genuine opportunities for researchers, communities and VCSE organisations to build relationships, share knowledge and perspectives, and explore areas of mutual interest.
20. Do partnerships need to continue after the funded activity?
Applicants should explain how relationships and connections may continue beyond the funded activity. The programme is looking for activities that support sustainable and trusted relationships rather than one-off engagement.
21. Who will receive and manage the funding?
For the Sussex and Surrey round, SS REN will pay the funding directly to the community organisation co-leading the application. Invoicing arrangements will be agreed at the start of the activity.
22. How do we apply?
Complete the application form via the following link Building Community Research Partnerships Seed Funding Application Form – Fill in form
23. When is the application deadline?
Applications for the Sussex and Surrey round must be submitted by 12 noon on 27 November 2026.
24. How will applications be assessed?
Applications will be reviewed through a two-stage process. They will first receive an eligibility check. Eligible applications will then be assessed by a panel with representatives from SS REN, ARC KSS and two public or community representatives.
The panel will consider:
· fit with the aims of the funding call;
· quality of the proposed engagement and partnership-building activities;
· approach to community involvement;
· commitment to engaging underserved communities;
· potential to build trusted and sustainable relationships;
· potential to support future collaboration, community engagement and/or inclusive research opportunities; and
· value for money.
25. When will applicants hear the outcome?
Successful applicants will be notified by 11 December 2026. Unsuccessful applicants will also be informed of the outcome.
26. When must funded activities take place?
For the Sussex and Surrey round, funded activities are scheduled to take place from 1 January to 31 March 2027. All project activity and expenditure must be completed by 31 March 2027 and cannot be extended beyond this date.
27. Will we need to submit a report?
Yes. Successful applicants must submit a short final report using a template provided by the funders. The report, or parts of it, may be published on partner websites and shared through social media. Applicants will be able to review the material and provide consent before it is shared.
28. What information will the final report cover?
The report will include:
· the challenge, opportunity or area of interest explored;
· activities delivered;
· people and organisations involved, including underserved groups engaged;
· key learning and outcomes;
· new or strengthened partnerships and relationships;
· opportunities identified for future collaboration, community engagement and/or research; and
· potential pathways to impact.
29. When is the final report due?
The final report must be submitted by 14 April 2027.
30. Is there any further follow-up?
Yes. Successful applicants will be asked to provide a brief update in October 2027. This will help capture longer-term outcomes, including ongoing partnerships, increased awareness of research among underserved communities, future collaborative activities or research opportunities arising from the funded activity.
31. Can we discuss our idea before applying?
Yes. Contact Olivia Cottington at SussexREN@bsms.ac.uk with questions or to discuss a proposal before applying.
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