
Creating a successful programme
The Edinburgh Science Festival has been taking place during the Easter holidays in Edinburgh every year since 1989 and has been 
growing and evolving every one of those years. Out-with Covid restrictions we have had as many as 270 events taking place over the 
two-week festival duration, although this year we have still managed in excess of 220 events making us one of the biggest science 
festivals in Europe.

Our festival is a fantastic mixture of events for both family and adults and covers a wide range of formats and huge range of topics. 
Curating and creating this programme is a fine balance of working out what is attractive and of interest to our audiences, what is 
interesting, new and available by speakers, as well as what is of interest to a sponsor!

Our Festival and Creative Director, Amanda Tyndall, has spent the last 10 years evolving our events and programming 10 great and very 
successful festivals. Here Amanda shares with us her top tips for how to programme a festival of events whatever the size. 

2. Open source your content curation 
We run an annual Call for Ideas that opens up our curation 
process to the wider world and helps bring to light great 
projects and ideas we might not be aware of. 

There’s no need to programme in a vacuum. No matter how 
much experience and expertise you have you can’t know 
everything, and this is a good way of having great ideas 
come to you.

1. Have a story to tell
For the past 10 years or so we have programmed the Festival 
around a (deliberately broad) theme that allows for inclusion 
of science of all sorts but that enables the development of 
an overarching narrative and the identification of some key 
areas of focus each year.

We look for inspiration in all sorts of places, key anniversaries, 
UN years, topical issues to name a few but your inspiration 
can come from anywhere, so be creative.

We find that this – and the identification of sub themes - 
enables more meaningful conversations with partners and 
participants about the focus of the Festival at an early stage 
in the planning cycle, which helps with the generation of 
complementary ideas. This in turn enables us to parcel up 
and ‘sell’ stories for media (we have more of a story to tell 
and this a better ‘hook’) as the festival approaches and to 
better guide audiences through a busy programme.



3. Champion innovation through 
collaboration
Strong partnerships are key to the success of Edinburgh 
Science Festival. We work with a wide range of academic, 
industry and cultural institutions, city venues, publishers and 
individuals each year to bring depth and breadth to the 
programme and this Festival. Community then shares efforts 
to promote the Festival.

Be clear about what you can offer partners/what benefits 
there are to involvement in your Festival and communicate 
regularly and clearly with your partners throughout the 
development and delivery of the Festival.

And in turn value what your partners bring to the table - 
without them we are (and you will be) a much poorer Festival.

And don’t forget that great partnerships can be a route 
to more funding - funders often want to see evidence of 
strong/meaningful partnerships. There’s some ‘truth’ in the 
idea that the whole can be greater than the sum of the parts.

4. Don’t be afraid to say no (nicely)
Sometimes the quality of submissions isn’t what we are 
looking for and while it can be uncomfortable to turn things 
down, it’s something you sometimes need to do to maintain 
the quality of your offerings.

You have a responsibility to audiences and to your 
organisation to ensure that anything taking place under your 
banner is something you can be proud of. So, be prepared 
to turn people down gently or - if you have the time and 
resource - to work with them to improve their project and 
make it fit for your Festival. 

5. Have a clear audience vision
Know who you want to reach (and why) and draw upon 
your own and wider sectoral expertise of best practise to 
shape what you do and to select the channels you use to 
reach/communicate with your audiences.

6. Science by stealth
WE know that science is central to almost all aspects of our 
lives but stop 100 people in the street and ask them if they’re 
interested in science and you may get a surprising number 
of ‘no’s’.

Reframe this question as are you interested in e.g., 
technology, healthcare or the environment and you’ll 
likely get more yeses so use this to your advantage when 
devising, curating and promoting your content.

The themes and sub themes can help with this, as can 
programming specifically for certain interest and/or identity-
based groups.

E.g., everyone loves food, right? So we have Gastrofest, a 
long-standing event series that focuses on the science of 
food and drink to appeal to the foodies out there who might 
not realise they are interested in science but really are. 

Sometimes the trick is to get them in the rooms and THEN 
you can deliver the overly science bit (alongside the food 
etc!). Our ‘Science for the Sociable’ tagline has proved useful 
in helping guide audiences and media to these events and 
helping us reach ever more diverse audiences.

7. From STEM to STEAM 
Our definition of science is a broad one (if we’re interested 
in it we can almost always find the science angle) and 
increasingly we are embracing the value of arts-based 
learning in science through collaboration with the arts and 
digital and creative industries.

Not only can this provide a route to new audiences but 
(done well) it can be a powerful way of providing new 
perspectives on and greater levels of engagement with 
(sometimes complex) scientific issues.

It’s well accepted that facts alone don’t always win hearts 
and minds but that if you can generate an emotional 
connection through an experience you can start to 
overcome some of the barriers.

8. Science IS culture 
We see our Festival as an important part of Edinburgh’s 
vibrant wider cultural scene and work hard to ensure that it 
holds its own in amongst some of the best arts/film/music/
theatre festivals in the world.

Sharing knowledge and expertise with our wider Festival 
friends – for example through the Festivals Edinburgh 
network, which hosts regular cross-festival working groups 
on programming, marketing/comms and community 
learning – helps ensure that we not only make a valuable 
contribution to the city’s cultural scene but in doing so 
champion the role of science as a crucial part of wider 
culture.

We’ve been known to claim that we are a festival that just 
so happens to be about science; not because we are 
downplaying the importance of science but to highlight 
that we take the same rigorous approach to the audience 
experience that we see in our more arts-focused peers.

9. Make a splash! 
Make sure the world knows you are happening! You may 
only take place for a short period each year but there is an 
opportunity - for that brief time –   to turn your home patch 
into a ‘city of science’ (or town, or equivalent etc).

In part we achieve this through partnerships across the city, 
plus an extensive marketing/promotional campaign that 
aims to get the campaign branding and messaging out as 
widely as possible through citywide branding (everything 
from posters to billboard to bus sides- Edinburgh has a 
LOT of buses so this works well for us, but tailor this to your 
environment and pick what works best for you locale).



Amanda Tyndall, Festival and Creative Director at Edinburgh 
Science, has over 20 years’ experience of innovative science 
communication in various guises for a range of audiences. 
With a BSc in Pharmacology and an MSc in Science 
Communication from Imperial College London, she has 
worked with everyone from students to politicians, in places 
as varied as the Houses of Parliament to Australian football 
stadiums. Amanda’s expertise is focused on finding novel 
ways of engaging the public with science through events, 
and in this capacity she has worked for the London Science 
Museum’s Dana Centre, the Café Scientifique network and 
the Royal Institution of Great Britain (RIGB), where amongst 
other things she worked on the renowned Christmas 
Lectures. Amanda spent five years in Australia setting up the 
Royal Institution Australia (RIAus), programming all events 
and managing/curating its dedicated art gallery space 
before returning to take up her current position at Edinburgh 
Science. 

As Festival & Creative Director of Edinburgh Science 
Amanda oversees the organisation’s creative processes 
and is responsible for ensuring that the Edinburgh 
Science Festival retains its world-leading position. She has 
a particular interest and expertise in engaging adult 
audiences, encouraging creative collaboration and in linking 
science with the arts and digital/creative industries to 
better engage ever wider and more diverse audiences with 
STEM in novel ways. 



Science Communicators
As an organisation we put a great emphasis on the staff that deliver our events, especially those events that we have created in-house. 
The ethos that we foster around event creation means that the staff that are there to deliver the events are integral to the content. 
They play a major role in bringing the events alive and enhancing the effectiveness of the engagement with the audience. Not only 
this, but by being the public facing part of the festival, they essentially are the Edinburgh Science Festival. They are our ambassadors 
and from the audience and visitors perspective they are what makes Edinburgh Science Festival part of what it is. 

As a result we have always put a lot of emphasis on the training of our face-to-face delivery staff who we refer to as our science 
communicators. Each year we employ in the region of 100 science communicators for around 16—18 days. Some are returning after 
working with us in other projects, but many (around 60%) who are brand new to us year on year. And so each year we put roughly 80 
science communicators through 2/3 days of training; a day of science communication and festival skills upskilling followed by 1-2 days 
of specific event training.

As the Skills and Learning Manager at Edinburgh Science, it is Laura McLister’s responsibility to oversee all the training that we deliver 
to prepare both our permanent and temporary staff to deliver the high-level presentation and facilitation skills that we have come to 
expect around our events.  Laura started creating training for the festival in 2011 and over the years has honed it to help our staff be as 
prepared as possible for working on our wide variety of events and projects; from delivering workshops and shows to schools across 
Scotland, to delivering workshops at festivals in the Middle East to facilitating skills and strengths workshops for young people in our 
special careers project in the centre of Edinburgh. In more recent years her role has enabled her to examine and reflect on what we 
really need staff to do in order for us to achieve really effective engagement. 

We are in no way perfect in the training that we deliver – there is always room for improvement. However, we have had the luxury of 
being able to deliver to a large number of staff over the years. So here are some of Laura’s top tips of how to get the most out of your 
science communicators doing face to face delivery (in no particular order of priority!):



1. Confidence of talking to people is key
A lot of our training is spent trying to boost the confidence 
of staff just talking or presenting to other people. No-one 
can deliver a lively or engaging anything if they are feeling 
super nervous with no confidence in themselves. So a lot of 
the time we are just practicing talking and presenting and 
building confidence in this area. How we do this varies on 
who we are training – we want to boost the confidence of 
the people in the room and the starting point varies on each 
project. It is not always about reaching a specific standard 
but rather upping the confidence from where you have 
started. Your end goal needs to adjust depending on where 
this starting point is. 

2. Our headline message is always keep it 
simple
How tricky this is to implement depends on who you are 
training but, the idea of only using everyday language and 
know the one simple message you are trying to get across 
can apply to everyone.

3. You don’t need to know everything
A lot of staff get nervous about “the science”. They worry 
that they need to know everything and be able to answer 
every question. We actively remind our staff that we don’t 
expect them to know everything, and it is OK to say “I don’t 
know, but it’s a great question and I think this may be the 
way we can find out”. In fact, I firmly believe that by having 
occasions when our sci comms don’t know an answer it 
helps to humanise them and build that bridge between 
what the audience sometimes perceive as the expert (staff 
member) and non-expert (member of the public). 

4. Engage your staff with your ethos
There are a lot of different styles of science communication 
– no one way that is better or worse than another. As long 
as you are achieving what you set out to do (in our case 
effectively engaging the public) then there is no reason why 
the style can’t vary. But as an organisation we certainly have 
a style or ethos that we prefer. It’s really important that our 
staff get what this is as this is part of our brand. But this will 
apply no matter how big or small the event or activity is that 
you are trying to have people deliver. There will be a style 
that either fits with the event or with your own expectations 
and it’s important that whoever is on the ground doing the 
face-to-face science communication gets this. 

5. Keep it fun
At the heart of what we do, we are celebrating science 
and so fun and celebration tend to go hand in hand! But 
essentially, it doesn’t matter what format or activity or 
event you are part of, if the people doing the science 
communication are not enjoying it there is no hope that 
they are doing it in a way that will engage a member of 
the public. How you keep it fun depends on the event. Our 
events are usually short but intense pieces of work. We put 
time into warm-ups being fun games, helping the staff bond 
as a team and promoting social activities outside of the 
event. However, this could be anything from helping staff 
get on with each other, to promoting events or activities 
they could take part in as well making it a step away from 
their normal every day jobs. 

6. Know who you are working with
How you work with science communicators will depend on 
your situation (the type of activity or event you are running) 
and their background – are they paid or volunteers? Is 
this something they want to do or something they have 
to do? Do they have experience or none at all? Get to 
know the type of people you are working with and what 
they are motivated by. Know what you want to get out of 
your science communicators and be realistic with your 
expectations and know what they want to get out of the 
experience. If you can marry those up then you are winning .



Laura McLister, Skills and Learning Manager at Edinburgh Science, joined the 
organisation in 2010 spending 8 years in the Creative Team firstly as an Event 
Developer and then later as the Programme Manager Worldwide, creating, 
curating and overseeing the development of a variety of workshops, shows, 
exhibitions and interactive discussions for both the festival and the schools 
touring programme, Generation Science. In more recent times, Laura 
has moved into a new role at the organisation, strategising and creating 
Edinburgh Science’s training programme which has a focus on the skills 
required for face to face public engagement in STEM.  

After completing a degree in Astrophysics Laura has pursued her 
passion for engaging the public in science. With over 15 years’ 
experience in the delivery, creation and curation of interactive, novel 
events in public engagement in science, Laura’s expertise lies in event 
development, presentation and performance, informal learning, training as 
well as evaluating and monitoring the quality of events. 



1. Remember that each partnership is 
unique
Sure, some organisations have a ‘participation model’ or 
framework to try and streamline how they work across a 
project with partners, but not every organisation can or 
should have one. Or, they might at one point and it might 
change in a heartbeat - key people can leave, funding falls 
through etc.  
  
Not only that, but as you work with partners you’ll inevitably 
find all the nuances that make these organisations very 
different; working with people in different organisations 
who have the same job title but do wildly different jobs, 
working with teams of highly specialist staff who do very 
specific things and working with organisations where the 
lines of who does what are much more blurred! Processes 
and procedures vary from one organisation to another – it 
could take a phone call to get sign off or an answer from 
some partner organisations, in others it could weeks or even 
longer. What’s okay or ‘works’ for one partner, might not for 
another. 

Anyone looking after partnerships should be mindful of the 
uniqueness of them, and value that uniqueness.  To help 
foster this, consider allocating specific members of your 
team/organisation to look after particular partnerships and 
builds those key relationships. I’ve found it can often be 
worth a couple of key team members looking after each 
partnership.  Keep written records of meetings and contacts 
so you can resilience plan in the event a new person starting, 
or if a key contact leaves, for example, it’s worth its weight 
in gold! For community partnerships in particular, make sure 
that the key contact within your organisation is consistent, 
to help build up trust with those sometimes much harder to 
reach audiences.  

Working with external content providers
Our festival is a real mixture of events. We have both family and adult events and as well as creating and delivering a lot of our own 
events in-house, we also work with a large number of external event providers which are included in our programme. Sometimes 
these partners are working in collaboration with us, but we also have a large number of providers who have come in with their own 
event ideas through our call for content or from our city partners which run their own programme of events within our festival. 

Out of the 220 – 270 events that we have in our festival each year, around half of them are provided by a third party. Each year we put 
out a call for content ideas and usually have between 200 – 300 ideas submitted.

It is the job of Conor Ellis, the Festival Programme Manager, to manage and oversee all the events that are included in the festival 
which includes working directly with the numerous 3rd party content providers, especially those that are make up our city partners – 
organiations based across the city that would like to include a run of content within our Festival.

Here are Conor’s top tips around working with external content providers and how we engage partners across our city. 

2.  Be prepared to be flexible to help make 
things work
Remember flexibility is a positive thing (from and for all 
parties). There’s always common ground; what can you 
compromise on – and is it that much of a compromise? Can 
you make it work in a slightly different way?  You need to be 
ready to adjust/adapt and always try to be accommodating 
of partner needs where you can - you would do this for 
audiences in a heartbeat - do it for your partners! 

3.  Manage expectations… 
Of your partners but also of your colleagues about details of 
your partnerships. Both are equally important but the latter 
sometimes more difficult to remember to do! You may need 
to manage expectations upwards, or manage interests of 
different teams especially if your internal departments have 
slightly different aims and remits.   

4.  …but exceed them when you can! 
There’s a difference between being a partner of choice/
preference and by necessity. Do everything you can to 
foster the former – those are the partnerships that are the 
most valuable and impactful for audiences and organisations. 
What’s your common ground? What do you both want? 
How can you both benefit mutually from the partnership? If 
you  can do a bit more/go the extra mile – do it!   

5. Partnerships take time (and everyone 
has different timelines!) 
You need to invest and your organisation needs to give 
you time for them. Organisations have whole departments 
and people dedicated to them. Make sure within your role 
you’re giving them the time they deserve, or spread them 
out across colleagues in your team to make sure they’re all 
getting the attention they rightfully deserve.  



Conor is Edinburgh Science’s Festival Programme Manager and is 
responsible for overseeing the Festival programme, including the creation 
and curation of programmes and experiences for children, families, 
adults and young people. A Geographer by background, with academic 
specialisation in Science Communication and Public Engagement practices, 
his academic research focused on how children and young people learn in 
museums and science centres.  

Conor has more than 11 years of experience of working in the science 
communication sector, from front-facing live delivery, to experience 
development as well as project and team management. Conor has led on a 
number of high-profile learning projects and initiatives for Glasgow Science 
Centre, Dynamic Earth and National Museums Scotland, including leading on 
UK-wide partnership projects to develop STEM experiences for audiences 
across the UK. He has worked with a broad spectrum of audiences in a 
variety of learning contexts, including early years audiences, primary school 
children, families, teenagers and young people, adults and community 
audiences with varying and complex needs.  

Conor is particularly passionate about widening access to cultural 
experiences and ensuring that programming opportunities are welcoming, 
inclusive, representative and accessible for everyone. 

 



1. Plan Ahead 
One of the biggest oversights when fundraising for an 
event is underestimating the amount of time needed. Many 
funding sources, especially private trusts, can take months 
to make a decision so the earlier you start looking the 
better. Don’t be scared of starting to approach people 
before your full plans are in place. Start building your 
relationships early, getting their interest and gaining their 
support before going back to them with a specific ask when 
everything is ready. 

Make sure your house is in order with a budget, policies 
such as safe-guarding and up-to-date records. It might 
sound boring but finding a system that works for everybody 
and can be easily updated will save a lot of time and 
headache further along the line! Having a funding strategy 
and clear case for support (your ‘elevator pitch’) will make 
approaches easier and more consistent, especially if there’s 
more than one person looking for funding. 

How much do you ask for? While everyone wants to dream 
big it’s best to be cautious, especially if you’re starting a 
brand-new event. Set a realistic target that everyone on the 
team is confident with. Don’t be scared of being ambitious, 
but be prepared to scale back if needed and show funders 
you are taking this into account. 

2. Be Clear 
When approaching people make sure you find out what 
they want before making the ask. Your relationships, 
especially with businesses and other organisations, often 
need to be mutually beneficial so think about what benefits 
you can bring them. Be clear about what you want, 
but always retain a bit of flexibility. 

Don’t overpromise what you can offer, especially if it’s not 
your place to make that decision. It’s better to tell someone 
you’ll check and get back to them than have to turn 
round at a later date and say that you can’t do something 
you told them you could. If you have more than one 
person looking for funding, you’ll need to keep each other 
in the loop so you’re not approaching the same people or 
double funding for specific projects or events. 

Not every funder will be a good fit for your event, so don’t 
be scared of looking elsewhere if it doesn’t feel right. While 
you can frame your message in various ways to sell it to 
different people, at the end of the day this is your event 
and you shouldn’t be vastly changing your vision just to fit 
what somebody else wants you to do.  

Raising support
As a charity, we couldn’t do any of the work that we do, whether that is for the festival, schools, or the numerous other projects we 
do all year round without raising money to finance it. In 2018/19, 45% of our money came directly from fundraising - this excludes any 
public sector funding that we receive. We all know that no festival or event can run without funding, but it can often seem a daunting 
task of where to start and then a pretty uphill struggle to keep it going. 

As the organisation has grown, we have been fortunate enough to have our development team - who do all the fundraising - expand 
and grow too, now raising around £900k yearly to fund our year-round activities. They receive funding from a variety of places from 
individual donations to large organisational sponsorship. We got them to put their heads together and share some of their top tips for 
raising money to fund events.  

3. Where to find funding 
Don’t put all your eggs in one basket and rely on only one 
source of funding. Build resilience by diversifying your 
funding streams. The best place to start your search is 
looking at other festivals and similar events to see what 
sort of organisations are supporting them. There 
are also organisations such as the Scottish Council for 
Voluntary Organisations (SCVO) to help you know where to 
go to find funding from private charitable trusts. Could you 
get support from your council or local government? Find 
someone in these organisations who is as passionate about 
this as you are and get them onboard as an advocate to 
help sell your message. 

Look at your own team’s networks. Do they have contacts 
with local businesses or individuals who might be interested 
in supporting you? Don’t be put off by asking people if they 
have friends and contacts they can talk to – the wider your 
sphere of influence the better. Not everyone will be in the 
position to financially support you so think about other ways 
organisations can help. Do they have venues, equipment or 
transport they could let you use for free or at a reduced 
cost? And most importantly don’t be afraid to ask – the 
worst people can do is say no! 

4. Build Relationships 
Relationship building is key! Your funders are putting their 
trust (and their money) in you so make sure you keep them 
updated with how you’re doing along the way. You should 
be making them feel special as after all, you couldn’t do this 
without them. Are there private or VIP events you can invite 
them to attend such as an opening party? 

Always be transparent and honest. Everyone knows that not 
everything works out all the time and it’s better to have these 
conversations early on – and you never know, they may 
have the solution to your problem! 

5. Next Steps 
Your event was a huge success – congratulations! So what 
next? Make sure you tell your funders how the event 
went – they will love to know. Are you looking to make 
this annual? In your event wrap-up look at what worked 
and what didn’t work in terms of funding, and how 
you can adapt for next time.  And always keep all your 
funders updated and engaged throughout the year so you 
can go back and get their support for future events. This is 
only the beginning and now is your opportunity to bring 
them along on your journey. 
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