Flexible Fund Tier 1 (round 1) funding requirements: Guidance for Applicants
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[bookmark: _Toc237514802]1. Introduction
This guidance provides information for individuals based at research organisations eligible to receive UKRI funding and interested in applying to the initial round of the Research Capability Hub (RCH) Flexible Fund Tier 1 funding call (see Table 1 below). Individuals can only be named as the Lead Applicant on one application per funding round. The call supports the development of open online training courses that address social science research training priorities and capacity-building needs, identified by a sample of the UK social science communities (see section 2.2).
This guidance explains the purpose of the funding call, the types of projects that can be supported, eligibility requirements, the application and assessment process, and the support available to applicants. Potential applicants are encouraged to read this document carefully before preparing an application.
[bookmark: _Toc233709348]Flexible Fund – Key Details

	Funder:
	Research Capability Hub (RCH)

	Purpose:
	Creation of openly accessible online training for UK social science community

	Funding:
	Up to £10,000 (inc. VAT) per project

	Opening date:
	13th August 2026

	Closing date:
	27th September 2026 4:00pm



[bookmark: _Toc237514803]1. Strategic Aims of the Flexible Fund
As part of RCH strategy, the Flexible Fund supports innovation and responds to emerging training needs within the social sciences. RCH’s ongoing programme of stakeholder engagement and evidence gathering identifies gaps in training provision. The Flexible Fund provides a route for new social science training and capacity-building resources and activities to be created to address such gaps. The Flexible Fund will be delivered via a three-tier structure (outlined below), with multiple calls over the lifetime of the Hub (2025 – 2030). The strategic priorities for each funding round may focus on different objectives, audiences, scales of activity or outputs depending on emerging needs identified through the Hub's engagement and evidence-gathering activities.
Table 1: Flexible Fund Tiers
	
	Fund per Project fEC
	Project Duration
	Launch Date

	Tier 1
	Up to £10,000
	Up to 6 months
	10th August 2026

	Tier 2
	£10,000 - £50,000
	Up to 18 months
	Spring 2027

	Tier 3
	£100,000 - £200,000
	Up to 36 months
	Spring 2027



The Hub will launch the Tier 1 call on August 13th 2026, funding five projects of up to £10,000 (fEC ) each. Eligibility for Tier 2 and Tier 3 opportunities is not dependent on applying to or securing funding at Tier 1; applicants may apply directly to any tier that aligns with the scale and scope of their proposed project. Only Tier 1 funding will be considered during the initial funding round. 
[bookmark: _Toc237514804]2. The 2026–27 Tier 1 Funding Call
[bookmark: _Toc237514805]2.1 Aims of this First Call
One of the aims of this Tier 1 Flexible Fund initial call is to support the development of high-quality, openly accessible online training courses that address priority themes below. Another aim of this call is to fill some of the identified gaps in training provision in social sciences identified through our gaps analysis. We are looking for innovative ideas for training design and delivery to support social science training provision while contributing to a more coordinated and accessible national training landscape. 
[bookmark: _Toc237514806]2.2 Priority Themes
The priority themes for this Tier 1 Flexible Fund call have been identified during the initial RCH’s stakeholder engagement and needs analysis activities, including Q-methodology and Evidence Café workshops, involving some of ESRC investments. These activities were designed to identify areas where additional social science research training provision would provide the greatest benefit to the UK research community. 
Applications must clearly address one or more of the following priority themes:
1. Participatory Research Methods
Training that supports social science researchers to work collaboratively with participants, communities and stakeholders throughout the research process. This may include co-production, co-design, creative and participatory approaches, public and government involvement, participatory AI, and quantitative and qualitative methods that amplify lived experience and under-represented voices. Some of the anticipated skills learners might develop through these trainings are collaboration through co-creation, co-design and with participants that might be outside academia.
2. Equality, Diversity, Inclusion and Accessibility (EDIA) in Research
Training that supports social science researchers to embed equity, diversity, inclusion and accessibility throughout the research lifecycle. This may include inclusive research design, decolonial and anti-racist approaches, equitable participation, accessibility, community engagement, equitable adoption of AI in research, and quantitative and qualitative methods that address structural inequalities in knowledge production. Proposed trainings should develop researchers’ skills and knowledge in EDIA so that their research is more inclusive, consider different perspectives, elevate the marginalised so that social science research can reach and benefit the broader community, instead of just a few privileged groups.
3. Working Across Disciplines
Training that develops social science researchers’ skills to work effectively across disciplines within social science (e.g., sociology, psychology, geography, political science) and potentially outside social science. 
The themes are intentionally broad to encourage innovation. Applicants are not expected to address all themes and may focus on a single theme or demonstrate how their proposed course addresses multiple priority areas. Proposals should clearly explain the identified priority theme(s) they are responding to, their target audience (e.g. discipline and career stage), and provide assurances the training is not duplicating existing provision.
Applications that do not clearly align with at least one of the published priority themes will not be considered for funding in Tier 1. Potential applicants should look out for future calls where there may be better alignment with different emerging priorities. 

[bookmark: _Toc237514807]2.3 Course Design Requirements
All funded projects must produce a completed OpenLearn Create (OLC; https://www.open.edu/openlearncreate/) course that addresses an identified training and capacity-building need within the social sciences. The minimum expected requirements are:
· A minimum of five hours of study, including reading time, activities, assessment, etc.
· Clearly defined learning outcomes, tailored to a defined target audience.
· Learning materials meeting the format and standards of OLC.
· Appropriate accessibility and copyright compliance.
· Publication under a Creative Commons Attribution licence (CC BY 4.0), which permits reuse, republishing and remixing as long as proper attribution is applied. 

Applicants are encouraged to consider a range of approaches to online learning design, including the use of interactive activities, case studies, practical exercises, reflective tasks, multimedia resources and co-created content where appropriate. 
In addition to the course itself, once the course has been published, successful projects will be required to submit a short reflective report outlining the development process, lessons learned and recommendations for future training provision.
[bookmark: _Toc237514808]2.4 Support
RCH will offer support to applicants during the application period, and to successful projects who are awarded funding. Support available during both periods will not involve costs and is outlined below. 
Application period:
· Applicants can email specific questions to rch-enquiries@open.ac.uk
· Two online drop-in sessions to provide more details on the fund, application process and an opportunity for dialogue. Information about these sessions is available on the RCH website.
Award period:
· Project set-up meeting with an RCH course delivery team member.
· OLC training course on creating courses for OLC.
· Bi-monthly meetings to discuss your progress and challenges.
· Access to learning design templates, example courses and activities.
· Quality assurance checks – your course is reviewed against learning design and accessibility standards and feedback provided. 
· OU’s Learning Design and Support (LDS) team may support with building your course, depending on its design.

[bookmark: _Toc237514809]2.5 Timeline
The indicative timetable for the first Tier 1 Flexible Fund call is shown below.
Table 2: Tier 1 Flexible Fund Timeline
	Date / Time
	Activity

	13 August 2026
	Call for proposals opens 

	18 August 2026
	Online Drop-In Session 1

If you have any questions, please join us for our drop-in session at 12:00 – 13:00 (BST) via MS Teams.

Have a question but unable to participate in the webinars? Please email rch-enquiries@open.ac.uk 

	14 Sept 2026
	Online Drop-In Session 2

If you have any questions, please join us for our second drop-in session at 10:00 – 11:00 (BST) via MS Teams.

Have a question but unable to participate in the webinars? Please email rch-enquiries@open.ac.uk

	27 Sept 2026
	Call for proposals closes at 16:00 (BST) (please note there will be no extension to this deadline)



	Week commencing 5 October 2026
	Assessment & Award Process

The Flexible Fund Review Panel will assess all eligible applications and make recommendations to RCH.

	Week commencing 2 November 2026
	Applicant advised on outcome and next steps

Decisions will be communicated via email. For successful applicants, next steps will include a short project set-up meeting to agree your development plan and timeline. 

	November & December 2026
	Contracting 

Contracts and finance agreements will be issued for successful applicant’s organisations to review and sign. 

	Early January 2027
	Project start date

Projects can begin developing their course and will have bi-monthly check-ins with RCH. 

	June 2027
	Reflective Report

Project will be in the final stages of their course going live on OLC and submitting a reflective report. 



RCH reserves the right to amend the timeline, if necessary. Any changes will be communicated through the Hub website and directly to applicants where appropriate.

[bookmark: _Toc237514810]3. Funding and Eligible Costs
[bookmark: _Toc237514811]3.1 Funding Available
RCH expects to fund up to five projects, across the three priority themes, through the initial Tier 1 Flexible Fund call. RCH aim to support high-quality applications across all three priority themes; however, if a theme does not receive sufficient strong proposals, no award will be made in that area, and the funds will be used to support strong applications in the other priority areas. The unfunded priority theme may be carried forward to a future call, if appropriate. 
Projects may request funding of up to £10,000 (full economic costing - fEC). All applications must be costed on the basis of ‘full economic cost’ (fEC). Costs associated with academic staff, estates and indirects will be funded at 80% fEC with the remaining balance being funded by the recipient organisation. All other costs are eligible to be claimed under ‘Exceptions’ which are funded at 100% fEC. Please note that indirect and estate costs cannot be claimed for staff costs listed under ‘Exceptions’. All salary costs, expenses, equipment costs and exceptions must all be clearly and adequately justified. Check the ESRC funding guide before preparing your application.
Projects must be delivered between January 2027 and June 2027. Applicants should ensure that the proposed activities, outputs and budget are realistic and achievable within the available funding and timescale.

[bookmark: _Toc237514812]3.2 Eligible Costs and Ineligible Cost
The Flexible Fund may support costs directly associated with the development and delivery of a new OLC course. 
Eligible costs may include:
· Staff time associated with course design, development, project management, engagement, co-creation activities or content development.
· Payments to external contributors, facilitators or subject experts.
· Costs associated with the development of learning materials and resources.
· Reasonable costs associated with accessibility requirements, including transcription, captioning or alternative formats.
· Software, licences or specialist services that are essential for the delivery of the project.
· Appropriate travel and subsistence costs directly related to project delivery, stakeholder engagement or co-creation activities based on the applicant’s institutional policy.
· Other costs that can be clearly justified as necessary for the successful completion of the project.
All costs must be incurred in accordance with UKRI and ESRC funding requirements and must represent good value for money.
The Flexible Fund will not support:
· Activities already funded through existing grants or programmes.
· Studentships, bursaries or doctoral funding.
· Attendance at conferences, workshops or training events, unless relevant to course creation.
· Retrospective funding for activities that have already taken place.
· Capital expenditure or major equipment purchases.
· Costs associated with the development of closed-access or commercial training products.
· Activities that do not directly contribute to the development and delivery of the proposed OLC course.
· Institutional overheads or costs that cannot be clearly attributed to the project.
· Any activity that falls outside the scope of this funding call.
RCH reserves the right to determine whether individual budget items are eligible for funding. 

[bookmark: _Toc237514813]3.3 Financial Management and Budget Changes
Applicants should provide a realistic and fully justified budget as part of their application.
Successful projects will be required to manage funds in accordance with the approved budget and the terms of the funding agreement, retaining receipts and invoices for auditing purposes.
Reasonable budget reallocation may be permitted where they are necessary for the successful delivery of the project and remain consistent with the aims and approved scope of the award. Any significant changes to project activities, deliverables or budget allocations must be agreed in advance with RCH.
Further information on financial management, reporting requirements and payment arrangements will be provided to successful applicants during the contracting process.

[bookmark: _Toc237514814]4. Eligibility
Applications are welcome from organisations eligible to receive UKRI funding. Please go to UKRI’s list of research organisations eligible for funding or email rch-enquiries@open.ac.uk to check eligibility.
The Project Lead must be employed by, or formally affiliated with, an eligible organisation and have the skills and experience required to lead the proposed project.
Applications led by early- and mid-career social science researchers are particularly encouraged. One of the aims of the Flexible Fund is to support the development of future leaders in social science research and training by providing opportunities to lead innovative projects and develop new collaborations. The project team should also include experienced colleagues, subject experts and learning designers to provide guidance to less experienced colleagues, contributing to the co-creation of training.
Proposals should demonstrate that the project team has access to appropriate expertise in the proposed subject area, online learning design or delivery, project management, and co-creation, where relevant.
An individual may only be named as Project Lead on one application submitted to a funding round but may contribute to additional applications as a project team member.
[bookmark: _Toc237514815]5. Application Process
The Tier 1 Flexible Fund uses a single stage application process. Applicants should familiarise themselves with the priority themes (outlined above) and eligibility requirements before submitting an application.

[bookmark: _Toc237514816]5.1 Online Drop-In Sessions
Applicants are invited to attend online Drop-In Sessions designed to provide further details on the funding call, theme, eligibility, and application process. The online sessions will run on Tuesday 18th August, 12 – 1pm and Monday 14th September, 10 – 11am. 
The Flexible Fund is a new initiative for RCH, therefore we welcome feedback on the applicant guidance and application process from applicants.

[bookmark: _Toc237514817]5.2 How to Apply
Application will be completed via a word document. Applicants should complete the application form and supporting documents, then email them to rch-enquiries@open.ac.uk; downloadable templates for all required documents are available at www.rch.ac.uk. 
In the application form, applicants will be asked to provide information including:
· Project description (150 words)
· Project team, expertise and capacity to deliver 
· Project overview: outline course rational, alignment to Flexible Fund aims and alignment to priority themes, including the use of innovative approaches (300 word)
· Course Design: outline course aim and objectives, demonstrate how course design, teaching and assessment methods are appropriate for online delivery and target audience. Demonstrate how EDIA principles are incorporated throughout the course design and delivery (400 words)
· Benefit and impact: benefits to social science researchers, how the course will advance training and capacity building in social science (300 words)
· Timeline, including key dates
· Risk and mitigation
· Budget and justification of resources (500 words)

[bookmark: _Toc237514818]5.3 Application Deadline
Completed applications must be submitted via email to rch-enquiries@open.ac.uk by 4pm on the 27th September 2026. Late applications will not be considered.

[bookmark: _Toc237514819]5.4 Use of generative artificial intelligence (AI)
Use of generative AI tools to prepare Flexible Fund applications in this round is permitted, however, caution should be applied. Applicants will be asked to disclose the use of generative AI in the application form. 
For more information and guidance on using generative AI in applications see UKRI’s policy on the use of generative AI in application and assessment.

[bookmark: _Toc237514820]6. Assessment and Selection Process
All eligible applications will be assessed against published assessment criteria (outlined below), by at least two reviewers from the Flexible Fund Review Panel. When a consensus is not achieved, the application will be reviewed by a 3rd reviewer. The panel will convene online to review, rank applications and make funding recommendations to RCH. RCH will use the portfolio approach to make the final funding decision. 
In the event of this funding opportunity being substantially oversubscribed as to be unmanageable, RCH reserve the right to modify the assessment process. 

[bookmark: _Toc237514821]6.1 Flexible Fund Review Panel
Applications will be screened to check if they are complete, meet eligibility criteria and within budget prior to being assessed by an independent Flexible Fund Review Panel. A senior member of the RCH team will conduct the screening and identify any conflict of interest before applications are allocated to reviewers. Applications will not be sent to the review panel if they are over budget, incomplete or ineligible to receive UKRI funding. Feedback will not be given to applications who fail the screening process. Applicants will only be notified that their applications will not proceed to review because the application was incomplete, ineligible etc.
This will be an independent panel, comprised of external stakeholders.
Panel membership will have relevant expertise in social science research training, capacity building, online learning, the priority themes and stakeholder engagement. 
The role of the Panel is to:
· Review eligible applications.
· Assess proposals against the published assessment criteria.
· Consider the strategic fit of proposals with the aims of the funding call.
· Make funding recommendations to RCH.
· Provide summary feedback on applications where appropriate.

[bookmark: _Toc237514822]6.2 Assessment Criteria
Applications will be assessed against the following criteria:
1. Project Team: How does the application clearly demonstrate the team have the expertise and capacity to deliver the project?
2. Alignment with aims: How does the project align with tier 1 strategic aims, and how does the course design, content and learning outcomes align with one or more of the priority themes?
3. Quality & Feasibility: How does the application clearly demonstrate the proposed course design, teaching and assessment methods are appropriate for online learning and the target audience? How does the application clearly demonstrate the project can be delivered within the required timeframe?
4. Equality, Diversity, Inclusion & Accessibility (EDIA): How does the project promote and uphold the highest standards of EDIA (e.g., minority and diverse audiences, accessibility of resources, diverse project team)?
5. Benefit & Impact: How does the application clearly outline the likely benefit(s) to the target audience and how the course will contribute to capacity building in social science research? How does the application clearly demonstrate how the training course is innovative (e.g., use of technology, teaching methods)?
6. Budget Justification: How does the application provide adequate justification for all costs outlined in the budget?

[bookmark: _Toc237514823]6.3 Conflicts of Interest
All panel members will be required to declare any actual, potential or perceived conflicts of interest before reviewing applications. Panel members with a conflict of interest in relation to a particular application will not participate in its assessment or funding recommendation.
Applications from eligible Open University staff and teams, as well as organisations that are partners in RCH, are permitted. To ensure a fair and transparent process, all applications will be assessed using the same criteria and process. Members of the Flexible Fund Review Panel will not assess applications from their own institution and must declare any actual, potential, or perceived conflicts of interest in accordance with the conflict-of-interest procedures outlined above.

[bookmark: _Toc237514824]6.4 Funding Decisions
Following assessment by the Flexible Fund Review Panel, applicants will receive one of the following outcomes:
· Award – the application has been selected for funding.
· Unsuccessful – the application has not been selected for funding. 
Funding decisions will be communicated to applicants via email following completion of the assessment process. All applications discussed at the Panel meeting will receive feedback. The panel will make funding recommendations to RCH. RCH will use the portfolio approach to make the final funding decision. RCH decisions are final and no further feedback will be provided.

[bookmark: _Toc237514825]7. Successful Projects
Successful applicants will be required to enter into a funding agreement with The Open University, acting on behalf of RCH, before project activities can commence. Funding will be released as a one-off payment at the beginning of the project, once contracting is complete. Further details regarding payment arrangements will be provided during the contracting process.
Once awarded, the project will work with the RCH Course Delivery team through a structured process to develop and publish the course. This is a supported process with regular touchpoints. Comprehensive post award guidance will be provided for awardees. 
Funded projects are a maximum of 6-months in duration and will run between January 2027 and June 2027.
[bookmark: _Toc237514826]8. Contact Information
Potential applicants are encouraged to contact RCH if they have questions about the funding call, eligibility, application process or project requirements. Queries should be submitted to rch-enquiries@open.ac.uk  
Additional information, application forms, guidance documents and frequently asked questions will be available through the RCH website: www.rch.ac.uk.
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