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Grading rubric for Explore 2026 

The grading rubric is developed to support reviewers in applying the grading criteria consistently. The grading rubric describes what is 
required to meet a certain grade for each of the grading criteria. The rubric describes four grades. However, reviewers should use the entire 
seven-point scale in their assessments, through selecting grades that fall between the four described grades when relevant. For example, the 
grade Excellent (6) is defined as being between Very good (5) and Outstanding (7).  

Each criterion is assessed based on its guiding questions. All criteria and guiding questions carry equal weight. The grade for a criterion is 
normally determined by the lowest grade achieved across its guiding questions. This reflects the principle that a weakness in one aspect of a 
criterion cannot be compensated for by strengths in other aspects. 

 

Novelty and originality 

Guiding question Insufficient (1) Acceptable (3) Very good (5) Outstanding (7) 

How novel and 
original is the 
project, and what is 
its potential to 
advance or 
challenge current 
knowledge and the 
state of the art? 

The project shows little novelty 
or originality and largely 
reproduces established ideas, 
questions or approaches. Any 
scientific risks are poorly 
justified or unlikely to generate 
meaningful advances. 

The project includes some novel 
or original elements but remains 
largely within established ideas, 
questions or approaches. 
Scientific risks are limited or only 
partly justified, and the project 
has potential for mainly 
incremental advances. 

The project is clearly novel and 
original and moves beyond 
established ideas, questions or 
approaches. It involves well-
justified scientific risk-taking that 
could enable notable advances or 
challenges to current knowledge 
or the state of the art. 

The project is highly novel and 
original and explores bold ideas, 
questions or approaches. It 
involves well-justified scientific 
risk-taking that could enable 
substantial advances or 
fundamentally challenge current 
knowledge or the state of the art. 
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Scientific approach and research ethics 

Guiding question Insufficient (1) Acceptable (3) Very good (5) Outstanding (7) 

How well is the 
scientific approach, 
including theory, 
method, empirical 
material and/or 
context, aligned 
with the project 
objectives? 

Theory, method, empirical 
material, and/or context are 
poorly described and not 
aligned with each other or the 
project objectives. 

Theory, method, empirical 
material, and/or context are 
described but lack justification or 
show weak alignment with each 
other and the project objectives. 

Theory, method, empirical 
material, and/or context are 
described, justified, and 
sufficiently aligned with each 
other and the project objectives. 

Theory, method, empirical 
material, and/or context are 
thoroughly described, well 
justified, and well aligned with 
each other and the project 
objectives. 

How adequately 
does the applicant 
identify and 
address the 
project’s research 
ethics 
considerations? 

The assessment of research 
ethics is inadequate. Important 
ethical considerations are 
overlooked, including where the 
applicant states that none are 
relevant. 

Research ethics considerations 
are identified, but important 
issues are missing or 
insufficiently addressed. Where 
no ethical considerations are 
identified, the justification is 
unclear or incomplete. 

Relevant research ethics 
considerations are clearly 
identified and appropriately 
addressed. Where no ethical 
considerations are identified, this 
is clearly justified. 

Relevant research ethics 
considerations are thoroughly 
identified and addressed through 
well-justified measures. Where 
no ethical considerations are 
identified, this is 
comprehensively and 
convincingly justified. 
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Work plan and competence 

Guiding question Insufficient (1) Acceptable (3) Very good (5) Outstanding (7) 

Is the work plan 
realistic and 
appropriately 
resourced for 
achieving the 
project objectives? 

Project objectives are unlikely to 
be met within the proposed 
timeframe, activity levels, and 
budget. The work plan is poorly 
described or missing, and 
several implementation risks are 
present but not identified. 

Project objectives might be met 
within the proposed timeframe, 
activity levels, and budget. The 
work plan is mostly fit for 
purpose but lacks key details. 
Relevant implementation risks 
are identified but mitigation ideas 
are not fit for purpose. 

The work plan is fit for purpose 
and mostly achievable within the 
proposed timeframe, activity 
levels, and budget. Relevant 
implementation risks are 
identified with suitable mitigation 
ideas. 

The work plan is fit for purpose 
and highly likely to be achievable 
within the proposed timeframe, 
activity levels, and budget. 
Relevant implementation risks 
are identified with suitable and 
well-justified mitigation 
strategies. 

To what extent do 
the project 
participants have 
the competences 
and experience 
needed to carry out 
the project 
successfully? 

The participants’ competences 
and experience are poorly 
described, do not meet the 
project’s needs, and are not 
adequately supported by the 
submitted academic profiles and 
CVs. 

The participants’ competences 
and experience are described but 
insufficiently justified. They 
largely meet the project’s needs, 
although notable gaps remain, 
and are only partly supported by 
the submitted academic profiles 
and CVs. 

The participants’ competences 
and experience are clearly 
described and justified. They 
meet the project’s needs, with 
only minor gaps, and are well 
supported by the submitted 
academic profiles and CVs. 

The participants’ competences 
and experience are thoroughly 
described and justified. They 
fully meet the project’s needs 
and are fully supported by the 
submitted academic profiles and 
CVs. 
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Contribution to society 

Guiding question Insufficient (1) Acceptable (3) Very good (5) Outstanding (7) 

What is the 
project’s potential 
to contribute to 
societal benefits 
and sustainable 
development, in a 
short-term and 
long-term 
perspective? 

The project shows no or very 
limited potential to contribute 
to societal benefits or 
sustainable development. 
Expected outcomes and wider 
societal impacts are unclear, 
insignificant, implausible or not 
convincingly linked to the 
project outputs. 

The project shows credible 
potential for a limited 
contribution to societal benefits 
and sustainable development. 
The expected outcomes and 
wider societal impacts are 
modest in significance or reach, 
and their links to the project 
outputs are only partly clear. 

The project shows credible 
potential for a notable 
contribution to societal benefits 
and sustainable development. 
The expected outcomes and 
wider societal impacts are 
significant in their context, have 
meaningful reach, and are clearly 
and traceably linked to the 
project outputs. 

The project shows highly 
convincing potential for a 
substantial contribution to 
societal benefits and sustainable 
development. The expected 
outcomes and wider societal 
impacts are highly significant in 
their context, have extensive or 
strategically important reach, and 
are convincingly and traceably 
linked to the project outputs. 

How appropriate 
are the planned 
activities and target 
audiences for 
supporting 
pathways to 
societal impact? 

Relevant activities, measures or 
target audiences are missing or 
inadequately described. The 
proposal does not explain how 
the planned efforts could 
support the expected outcomes 
and wider societal impacts. 

Some relevant activities, 
measures and target audiences 
are identified, but important 
elements are missing or weakly 
justified. The link between the 
planned efforts and the expected 
outcomes and wider societal 
impacts is only partly convincing. 

Relevant activities, measures and 
target audiences are clearly 
described and justified. The 
planned efforts are appropriate, 
and there is a clear link between 
them and the expected outcomes 
and wider societal impacts. 

The activities and measures are 
coherent, well justified and 
tailored to the relevant target 
audiences. They provide a clear 
and well-supported pathway 
from project outputs to expected 
outcomes and wider societal 
impacts. 
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