








The Outreach Fund

What is the Outreach Fund?
The Outreach Fund is a competitive fund that invests 
in the full range of public engagement activity, funding 
work in higher education institutions, public bodies, 
science centres, heritage organisations, charities and 
community interest companies, as well as independent 
freelancers. 

Between 2020 and May 2023 the Outreach Fund 
supported 162 completed projects with awards as 
small as £750 and as large as £10,000. The majority 
of projects began and completed during the COVID-19 
pandemic, navigating complex restrictions, wider 
organisational and financial uncertainty of grant 
holders, and audience hesitancy to return to face-to-
face engagement. Working with a range of audiences 
including but not limited to young people from low 
socio-economic backgrounds, people in supported 
settings and minoritised communities, the projects 
reached over 50,000 people face to face and over 1.9m 
online. 

During the review period, completed projects brought 
in over £1.1m of co-funding to the programme in 
addition to an estimated £729,000 in volunteer time 
and resources.6 Thanks to the Chemists’ Community 
Fund, additional investment ringfenced to support 
activity with under-represented and under-served 
audiences in the chemical sciences has significantly 
expanded the number of projects the programme has 
been able to support.

Why does the Outreach Fund 
matter?
Professions across the chemical sciences are 
experiencing a skill and worker shortage.7 Demand 
for workers in chemistry using sectors is projected to 
grow by 6% over the next decade with academic and 
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Who do funded projects work with?
The Outreach Fund does not have a prescribed audience. However, resource is ringfenced 
within the Fund to support audiences who are under-served/under-represented in the 
chemical sciences community. 

The Impact Report identified that projects worked with a wide variety of audiences including 
those identified as under-represented.18 The flexibility offered to projects to identify 
their priority audiences has been highlighted as a strength of the Fund.19 By allowing 
applicants who are closest to their communities to define their audiences and make the 
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What do funded projects deliver?
The Outreach Fund supports activity which is built on core chemical sciences content: chemistry 
must be at the heart of the activity. From cutting edge research to highlighting the topical nature of 
chemistry and its relevance to people’s everyday lives, the Fund provides flexibility for applicants 
to determine the right entry point to the chemical sciences for their audiences. The process of 
arriving at the topic format and mechanisms of delivery is different for each project, and reflects 
the expertise and networks of the delivery team.25

Outreach Fund projects incorporate chemistry in many different ways, often drawing on the 
relevance of the topic matter to people’s everyday lives or its relationship to the local area. 
Signposting to Royal Society of Chemistry evidence and campaigns will help applicants and award 
holders to address RSC priority issues.26 

The format of Outreach Fund projects varies substantially, using a variety of face-to-face and 
remote approaches.

The programme has supported a wide spectrum of projects, for example classroom-based 
curriculum enrichment and take-home activities, circus shows, and activity at international policy 
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Schools practical workshops: 
supporting students and teachers
The Country Trust, an environment-related charity, was awarded funding to 
develop workshops that linked directly to the English primary curriculum topic 
“rocks and soils”.

By bringing in specialist soil scientists they were able to create an activity that was 
engaging, fun, and rooted in curriculum-relevant science. Every child involved got 
to meet a professional who was just as interested in the activity as they were. The 
sharing of knowledge was essential to the success of the project. 

For this organisation, what was most important was that the participants 
went away feeling empowered, and having the scientists involved enabled 
that. Participants and delivery teams learned together as well as relying on the 
scientists for knowledge, and the young people went away excited to repeat the 
activities at home.

The charity felt that the RSC funding provided legitimacy for them when navigating 
the wider STEM environment but would have loved more access to RSC members 
or networks to help them find scientists to involve.



Science circus project: 
broadening understanding 
of who is a chemist



Climate change activities for COP26:
engaging young people with 
chemistry, renewable energies, 
and policymaking
PPL PWR, a small not-for-profit organisation who engage the public about 
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The Outreach Fund

How do grant holders see the Outreach Fund?
Grant holders’ experiences of the application, award and post-award processes were positive. The information 
and engagement required from projects with the Outreach Fund process and team was proportionate to the 
grants provided. The flexibility of the Fund was regularly cited as a benefit in ensuring impactful delivery and 
value for money. Grant holders viewed the Outreach Fund as “an effective enabling fund, one that trusted their 
expertise and valued their time”.52 

RSC funding increased project teams’ confidence and 
credibility with partners and volunteers, particularly for 
grant holders from non-chemistry backgrounds.

Grant holders also reflected on the benefits of access 
to the experienced and knowledgeable team54 at the 
RSC, who were critical to teams having to adapt their 
projects. This was a common requirement during the 
review period, which covered the COVID-19 pandemic 
and a move from face-to-face to online provision and 
back again.

Grant holders reflected on funding levels as part of the 
research, and although some expressed the desire for 
larger awards, others reported that the level of funding 
was itself an enabler.55

The biggest gap in support identified by grant holders 
was a lack of connection to peers. Grant holders are 
often trialling new to organisation approaches and 
can feel like they are the “only one”. There is also a 
vast array of practical and operational challenges in 
public engagement and outreach work, from transport 



Building on success

Is the Outreach Fund a success? 
The Outreach Fund supports projects that are locally 
responsive, audience-centred and demonstrate good 
practice, consistently meeting its objectives to:

• �develop the science communication skills of 
chemists – building capacity and opportunities for 
chemists and chemical scientists to engage with 
schools and public audiences.56

• �engage with school students – inspiring and raising 
aspirations of student audiences to nurture a future 
generation passionate about the chemical sciences.



Can the Outreach Fund 
do better?
Yes, it can. The public engagement and outreach 
landscape is constantly evolving. The Outreach Fund 
has been operating for 10 years and our recent Impact 
Report has highlighted a number of opportunities for 
refinement that fall into five broad areas:  

• �Refining Fund guidance

• �Data, evidence, and evaluation

• �Supporting good practice

• �Connectivity across Royal Society of Chemistry 
priorities

• �Access to RSC members

Our Action Plan 
In response to the Impact Report, the Royal Society of 
Chemistry will:

• �make it easier for eligible organisations to apply 
and report to the Outreach Fund, clarifying our 
expectations and providing clearer guidance to 
applicants, grant holders and completing projects.

• �signpost applicants more effectively to Royal 
Society of Chemistry priorities, evidence and 
resources, including research-informed good practice 
frameworks, to strengthen applications, projects and 
impact.

• �strengthen Fund data collection and evaluation to 
support learning from what works, contributing to the 
sector’s understanding of impactful engagement.

• �improve the sharing of good practice and strengthen 
the support we provide to funded projects through 
cohort support, working with them to create a 
community of practice.

• �continue to support the scheme with knowledgeable 
and engaged staff, working closely with applicants 
and projects to ensure the scheme is accessible and 
to deliver the best outcomes for participants.

• �improve access to Outreach Fund Volunteering from 
September 2024, through a coordinated volunteer 
opportunities board for members.

Building on success
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