Social Enterprise Support Programme – Open Call FAQs
1. Will social value be assessed?
There is no standalone assessment criterion for social value. 
2. Is there a weighting for regional balance similar to the Local Economic Partnership approach?
Regional balance is not a scored assessment criterion. However, DfE wishes to ensure a regional spread of support across Northern Ireland and reserves the right to take regional considerations into account when making funding decisions. This means that, where proposals meet the minimum requirements, regional coverage may be considered alongside assessment scores when determining the final portfolio of funded activity.  
3. What is the indicative budget for the programme?
An overall programme budget has not yet been confirmed. Applications should therefore focus on clearly evidencing need, proposed activities, outcomes and value for money rather than tailoring proposals to a specified funding allocation. All applications will be assessed on their merits against the published criteria and funding will be subject to the availability of budget. 
4. What level of funding has been available historically?
Previous Social Economy Branch support programmes have typically operated within a funding range of approximately £150,000 to £230,000 per year. Applicants should note that historical funding levels are provided for context only and should not be taken as an indication of future budget availability. 
5. Given the limited budget, is there a risk that impact will be fragmented?
The Department is seeking proposals that demonstrate a strong case for impact and value for money. The scale of impact will not be assumed solely on the size of the budget requested. A well-designed activity with a modest budget may represent better value for money and achieve greater impact than a higher-cost proposal. 
6. How will applicants know what is considered "additional" if future business support provision has not yet been confirmed?
Applicants are not expected to predict future support programmes. When considering additionality, applicants should take account of the current remit of councils and other public sector providers, and focus on identifying gaps, opportunities or strategic interventions that are not currently being addressed. DfE is particularly interested in proposals that complement existing support, address unmet needs within the social enterprise sector, and help organisations progress beyond current support pathways. This may include addressing gaps between council business support and other sources of support or supporting social enterprises whose needs are not met through existing programmes.
7. Can public sector organisations apply?
No. If public sector organisations with a remit in supporting the sector are interested in developing new initiatives, DFE would encourage them to explore funding through existing mechanisms. 
8. Can private sector organisations apply?
Yes. The programme is open to organisations that can demonstrate the experience, expertise and capacity required to deliver against the programme objectives. Applicants should clearly evidence their understanding of the social enterprise sector and how their proposed activities will benefit the sector. Collaborative approaches involving organisations with relevant sector expertise are encouraged where appropriate. 
9. How can proposals be assessed and agreed without a confirmed budget?
While the overall programme budget has not yet been confirmed, applications will still be assessed against the published criteria and ranked according to their quality. This allows DfE to identify the strongest proposals in advance of final budget decisions. Funding recommendations will then be considered by the Minister, who will make the final funding decisions taking account of the available budget, assessment scores, value for money, strategic fit and other programme considerations. 
Strong proposals that clearly evidence sector need, impact and value for money will also help demonstrate demand for support and inform discussions around securing additional resources for the programme.
10. Developing proposals requires significant development work. How do we know whether it is worth investing the time?
Applicants should note that DfE has deliberately adopted a flexible application process that allows organisations to determine the activities they wish to propose. The strongest applications will be those that clearly identify a sectoral need, demonstrate experience and capability, articulate measurable outcomes and provide a robust value-for-money proposition. Costs incurred in preparing an application are at the applicant's own expense and are not eligible for reimbursement. 
11. Will there be further calls during the three-year programme period?
The intention is that there may be further funding opportunities over the lifetime of the programme subject to available budgets. However, future calls, if available, may focus on specific objectives or themes where gaps remain and where there is evidence of continuing need. 
12. If funding is awarded over three years, does that reduce the budget available for future calls?
Multi-year awards will commit funding across future years of the programme period. However, funding decisions for future activity will depend on budget availability, programme priorities and the overall portfolio of support being delivered. 
13. Can large-scale proposals be submitted?
Yes. Applicants may submit proposals of any scale and may propose activity over one, two or three years. However, all proposals will be assessed against the published value-for-money criteria. Applicants should ensure that costs are reasonable, proportionate and clearly linked to measurable outputs and outcomes. Higher-value proposals will therefore need particularly strong evidence of need, impact and value for money, as well as a very strong history of delivering similar proposals with success. 
14. Will funding be available on a multi-year basis?
Yes. Proposals may cover one, two or three years, with successful applications potentially receiving support up to 31 March 2030. Applicants should clearly identify which activities will be delivered in each year and provide appropriate timelines, milestones and costings. 
15. Can these themes realistically be achieved with the budget available?
The Department recognises that the available budget may not be sufficient to address every need across the sector. However, organisations have told us that they want opportunities to test new ideas and deliver targeted interventions that respond to local and sectoral challenges. This open call is designed to create those opportunities. 
16. How will value for money be assessed objectively?
Value for money will be assessed as part of the formal scoring process. Applicants should clearly demonstrate that costs are reasonable and proportionate to the scale of activity, that each activity is costed separately, that costs link directly to measurable outputs and outcomes, that duplication of existing provision is avoided and that the proposal delivers additional value wherever possible through partnerships, in-kind contributions or other sources of support. 
17. What is the role of the Social Enterprise Action Plan moving forward?
The Social Enterprise Support Programme objectives are aligned with the Social Enterprise Action Plan and are intended to support activity that contributes to the Plan's priorities. The Social Enterprise Co-design Group will continue to oversee the current Action Plan and contribute to the development of new Action Plan from 2027. 
18. What is the anticipated timescale for assessment and decisions?
Applications must be submitted by 30 October 2026. Current planning assumptions are that assessment will take place in late 2026, with funding decisions expected in early 2027. 
19. Was this new approach developed by the Social Enterprise Co-design Group?
While the programme objectives align with the Social Enterprise Action Plan developed through the Co-design Group, the decision to use this open-call funding approach has been taken by DfE in response to feedback from the social enterprise sector. The Co-design group had identified a need to align the social enterprise work programme with the work of the action plan, and this new format enables this alignment to begin. 
20. Are staff salaries an eligible cost?
Staff costs directly associated with delivering programme activities may be included within activity costings where they are necessary for delivery and can be attributed to a specific activity. In addition, DfE is willing to contribute up to 10% of the total grant value towards core organisational costs that cannot be attributed directly to a single activity, including management salaries for staff not directly delivering activities. Applicants should ensure that all costs are clearly itemised, justified and linked to delivery of the proposed work. 
