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[bookmark: _Toc93598190][bookmark: _Toc211354838]Summary
The UK Energy Research Centre (UKERC) carries out world-class, interdisciplinary research into sustainable future energy systems. We are issuing a call for proposals under our Whole Systems Networking Fund, which is designed to improve Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI), collaboration and networking in energy research. 
We have £354,000 to allocate to up to four, early career researcher (ECR) led projects through grants of up to £88,500. The application window is 10 November to 30 January 2026, and proposals will be assessed via a two-stage review process. Successful projects will be welcomed into the consortium and benefit from a range of career development and networking opportunities. Projects are expected to finish no later than 31 March 2028. All information, including eligibility, how to apply, assessment criteria, timelines and contact details are outlined below.
[bookmark: _Toc93598191][bookmark: _Toc211354839]Introduction
UKERC takes a whole systems approach to analysing energy systems. We examine the system and policy challenges and opportunities presented by the transition to a sustainable economy. 
Our Vision is to be the UK’s pre-eminent centre for whole systems energy research, working to deliver a secure, sustainable and just energy transition. Our Mission is to conduct independent, interdisciplinary analysis, informing government, industry and civil society, and maximising impact through local, national, and international engagement.
Our research programme encompasses eight inter-related areas that together explore all aspects of the energy system. In addition to this, UKERC acts as a focal point for UK energy research by convening, engaging and supporting the community. For more detailed information about UKERC, and our current research areas please visit our website at Research Activities | UKERC | The UK Energy Research Centre. 
One of the ways we support the community is by promoting Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI), building career skills, and aiding cohesion. The Whole Systems Networking Fund (WSNF) will contribute towards achieving these aims. 
In particular the WSNF will:
· Offer career enhancement and networking opportunities for ECRs
· Bring in diverse teams to deliver projects that align with UKERC research areas
· Widen participation to share experience across disciplines and the four UK nations
· Improve EDI across the energy research space

The fund is managed by UKERC’s HQ team, by the Operations Manager Jessica Bays, and Engagement and Events Manager, Oluwatobi Baologun. Management of the fund is overseen by the UKERC EDI Committee, which is chaired by Professor Caroline Kuzemko, Deputy Director for EDI. The EDI Committee advises UKERC HQ on priorities for the fund and is responsible for the final selection of successful projects.
[bookmark: _Toc93598192][bookmark: _Toc211354840]Call for Proposals
We welcome proposals that align with UKERC’s current research areas. We also welcome proposals for interdisciplinary research, approaches, and methods that speak to more than one current research area. The aim behind aligning WSNF proposals with UKERC’s current research is to provide opportunities for regular and in-depth engagement and networking within UKERC around particular topics.
UKERCs current research areas include activities on: Delivering Energy Infrastructure; Operating a Highly Renewable and Largely Electrified System; Affordability, Justice and Economic Impacts; Geopolitics, Energy Security and Resilience of Net Zero, Responsive Research, Whole Systems Missions, Public Engagement Observatory and the Energy Data Centre. 
We have £354,000 of funding to allocate to up to four projects. This will be done at 80% Full Economic Costs (FEC), meaning UKERC will fund 80% of the total project costs. For example, if a project costs £75,000, UKERC will award a grant of £60,000 with the project’s host institution expected to cover the remaining 20%. Applicants can apply for any award up to the value of £88,500 (at 100% costs). They will be required to submit a detailed budget in line with UKRI guidelines to justify the amount they have asked for.
Any questions, please contact: Jessica Bays (j.bays@ukerc.ac.uk). 
[bookmark: _Toc93598193][bookmark: _Toc211354841]Eligibility
You are eligible to apply to the WSNF if you are a UK resident and meet the following criteria:
· Are a UK based Early Career Researcher. UKERC defines an ECR as someone employed on a precarious contract (e.g., open-ended, fixed term, or project-funded) who has not previously led a project exceeding £100k.
· Are employed at the submitting organisation. Given the nature of the call, we are expanding the type of submitting organisation beyond those usually recognised as eligible for research funding. Therefore, third sector organisations are eligible to apply provided they can accommodate the 80% FEC rule, i.e. they can cover 20% of the project costs themselves; these are the terms and conditions associated with UKERC’s grant.
· Hold a fixed-term contract that extends beyond the duration of the proposed project.

We particularly encourage proposals from:
· Those who self-identify as members of under-represented groups (including but not limited to ethnic minorities, women, LGBTQ+ and researchers with a disability) 
· First generation scholars, who do not have parents or carers who attended university themselves 
· Researchers from devolved UK nations (Northern Ireland, Scotland, and Wales)
· Researchers from diverse academic disciplines, particularly those outside traditional energy system research.

It is possible that allowing ECRs to lead projects will create problems during contracting as each organisation has their own rules around who can hold grants; we will provide as much support to aspiring project leads as we can.
Please note the following rules. Failure to meet them will result in an unsuccessful proposal:
· Applicants are only allowed to be involved with one proposal. We want to encourage people new to the field to apply. These people are likely to have fewer connections and will therefore find it harder to apply for multiple projects at once; limiting applications per person gives everyone a fair chance.
· The project must be completed by 31 March 2028. Our current funding phase, UKERC 24-29 ends on 30 June 2028, and all projects, their associated activities and outputs must be completed in advance of that date to allow time for reporting and administration.

Applicants should contact Jessica Bays in advance of the submission deadline if they have any questions concerning their eligibility.
[bookmark: _Toc93598194][bookmark: _Toc211354842]How to Apply
Please download the associated Whole Systems Networking Fund, application form here. It is comprised of the following sections:
· Contact information
· Personal statement
· Research questions and methods:
· UKERC research area(s) that your application aligns with 
· Project title
· The key research questions you will address.
· Your approach, including methods applied, explaining how this will build on and extend existing literature and practice.
· Describe the types of impact your proposed research is expected to achieve and how you intend to realise them.
· EDI: outline how you have employed principles of EDI and intersectionality in the research/team setup and any specific objectives planned with respect to EDI
· Budget and justification. Please include travel and accommodation costs to attend a minimum of two UKERC meetings per year.
· Equality monitoring form 

Please complete the form, save it as a Word document with the file name ‘WSNF-name of project’ and send via email to UKERC@imperial.ac.uk by 17:00 on 30 January 2026. 
[bookmark: _Hlk210036968]Please note, the associated equality monitoring form is anonymous, and will not be utilised in the assessment of applications.  We are collecting this data to monitor progress against our EDI objectives and assess whether applicants for the WSNF are more diverse than for other UKERC funds. 
Please access our EDI monitoring form here. 
[bookmark: _Toc93598196][bookmark: _Toc211354843]Assessment Process
Applications will be assessed via a two-stage process.
Stage One: blind screening
The first stage is a blind assessment, which is considered best practice in EDI. All identifying information and the personal statement will be removed, meaning our screening panel will only assess the feasibility and quality of the ideas, not who submitted them. We hope this process will support career progression by removing assessor bias and shifting the focus away from years of experience. Proposals will be scored, ranked and those that pass the threshold will move onto Stage Two.
Stage Two: non-blind assessment
The EDI Committee will assess and score the personal statement. Proposals will then be ranked again based on their total scores. The EDI Committee will then decide which four projects to award.
The scoring guidance for reviewers is below. Each section in the application form will receive a separate score. 
If we receive a large number of submissions, unfortunately we will not be able to provide feedback to unsuccessful applicants.
Where two applications are judged to be of equal merit we will take gender into account, giving priority to women who are currently underrepresented in the consortium. 




	Section
	Criteria
	Aspects for evaluation
	Score guidance (0–10)

	PI personal statement 
(300 words)

	[bookmark: _Hlk211350746]Motivation and evidence of fit for the particular research project
	- Clarity and relevance 
- Demonstration of subject interest and relevant expertise
- Evidence of skills and achievements
- Clear career goals 
	0-3 = minimal or unrelated evidence
4-6 = adequate evidence with some related examples
7-8 = substantial relevant evidence
9-10 = excellent specific evidence

	Research questions and  methods
(600 words over two sections)
	Quality and coherence of proposed research
	- Clarity and relevance of research questions
- Appropriateness of methods
- Clear team roles
- Extent to which proposal builds on and extends literature and UKERC research
	0–3 = vague or off-topic
4–6 = coherent and feasible but not innovative
7–8 = strong with sound rationale and fit
9–10 = outstanding innovation, excellent fit with UKERC goals

	Pathways to impact
(300 words)
	Clarity and feasibility of impact strategy
	- Relevance and ambition of expected impact
- Clear and realistic mechanisms to deliver impact
- Stakeholder or policy engagement plans


	0–3 = vague or generic; lacks mechanisms
4–6 = plausible but limited detail
7–8 = well-articulated strategy with good alignment and strong letters of support
9–10 = compelling, strategic, and targeted approach

	Equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI)
(300 words)
	Integration of EDI and intersectionality
	- Attention to EDI in team composition and recruitment
- Inclusive and ethical research design
- Specific objectives or actions on EDI
	0–3 = generic statements or absent
4–6 = basic awareness, some actions
7–8 = thoughtful and embedded approach
9–10 = model example of inclusive design

	Budget and justification
(300 words)

	Appropriateness of budget
	- Budget is realistic and aligned with project activities
- Value for money
- Inclusion of required UKERC participation costs
	0–3 = incomplete or unjustified
4–6 = mostly appropriate
7–8 = clearly justified
9–10 = excellent cost-effectiveness and clarity



[bookmark: _Toc93598197][bookmark: _Toc211354844]Dispersal of funds
Successful projects will be reimbursed through quarterly invoicing. UKERC’s Operations Manager Jessica Bays will liaise with the individuals listed as finance and contracting contacts on the application form to get the contracting process underway and provide further detail regarding invoicing.
[bookmark: _Toc211354845]Membership of UKERC
[bookmark: _Toc93598198]For the duration of their project, awardees will be able to identify themselves as members of UKERC. They will be integrated into the research area that the proposal best aligns with, attending regular team meetings and contributing fully to UKERC activities. This includes participation in relevant research theme meetings and the UKERC annual assembly, submission of content for reports, and contributions to stakeholder engagement events, blogs, and consultation responses where appropriate. In turn, UKERC offers access to a large network of parties interested in energy system research, opportunities for dissemination of work, insights into the full range of UKERC research, and the forging of new relationships with other energy researchers. 
Awardees will be required to produce a final report upon their project’s completion; templates for the final report will be provided.  
[bookmark: _Toc93598199][bookmark: _Toc211354846]Timeline
· Opening date: 10 November 2025
· WSNF grant proposal training session: Tuesday 9 December
· Closing date: 30 January 2026
· Blind review and non-blind assessment: February 2025
· Successful proposals notified: March 2026
· Funded research commences: April 2026
· Funded research completes 31 March 2028

[bookmark: _Toc93598200][bookmark: _Toc211354847]Contact Details
For general enquiries relating to UKERC’s WSNF, please contact our Engagement Manager Oluwatobi Balogun on oluwatobi.balogun@ukerc.ac.uk. 
For enquiries specifically relating to eligibility and contracting, please contact our Operations Manager Jessica Bays j.bays@ukerc.ac.uk.
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