
WHAT MAKES A GOOD RSE APPLICATION? 
GUIDANCE POINTS FOR APPLICANTS

These points of guidance are intended for the benefit of 
applicants to the Royal Society of Edinburgh’s Research 
Awards Programme. The RSE regrets that it is unable to 
offer individual feedback to unsuccessful applicants.  
 

THE ROYAL SOCIETY OF EDINBURGH (RSE)

As Scotland’s National Academy, the RSE supports 
high-quality academic research and public engagement 
activities. The RSE delivers upon its mission ‘to promote 
the Advancement of Learning and Useful Knowledge’ 
by supporting academic researchers, practitioners 
and policy makers, and in assisting the development, 
dissemination and deployment of research. The RSE’s 
Research Awards Programme sits within, and delivers to, 
this overall mission.  

WHO ASSESSES APPLICATIONS?

Applications are assessed by the most appropriate of 
three reviewing panels, in STEMM, Social Sciences or 
Arts & Humanities. Multidisciplinary applications are 
reviewed by all relevant panels selected by the applicant. 
The broad scope of funding and the relatively small 
panels mean that while your grant will have some expert 
readers, other readers will be far from your field (for 
example, a geologist may read a chemistry grant). You 
must write in a way that people outside your field can 
understand. The most common reason for low scores is 
that applications are jargon-ridden and incomprehensible 
to some panellists.  

HOW ARE APPLICATIONS SCORED?

Readers of applications give scores out 
of 7 under the following categories;

•	 Quality and importance
•	 Track record of applicant
•	 Feasibility of planned work
•	 Outputs and impact
•	 Value for money
•	 Value of collaboration, if applicable

A final score out of 7 is then given according to how well 
the application supports RSE’s mission, guided by the 
above scores but not using a set algorithm for combining 
the numbers. Successful applications make it easy 
for assessors to give high scores in every one of the 
categories. 

WHAT DO THE BEST 
APPLICATIONS FEATURE?

The best applications usually feature the following:

•	 An explanation of context, timeliness 
and importance of the work.

•	 A clear purpose, question or hypothesis.
•	 A well-explained and feasible method, with 

milestones and monitoring of progress.
•	 Clearly explained and appropriate 

outputs and a path to impact.
•	 Justification of costs.
•	 Where collaboration is involved, ensure 

letters of support focus on benefits.
•	 Consideration of climate impact and any 

ethical dimensions of the proposal.
•	 Evidence of appropriate expertise and capability.
•	 An outline of the expected outputs and impacts 

of the work if completed successfully.
•	 Evidence of how the work will advance careers of 

the applicant and colleagues. 

TRAPS TO AVOID

Avoid the following:

•	 Jargon not clear to people outside your field.
•	 Unrealistic ambition.
•	 ‘Collaborations’ that fail to bring researchers 

together but just do two things in parallel.



•	 The work overall seems rather inconsequential.
•	 Ignoring a category against which 

your application will be scored.
•	 Unrealistic claims for teaching time 

buy-out in terms of total time or 
grade of replacement teacher.

 
LETTERS OF SUPPORT

Please refer to the General Terms & Conditions to 
see the detailed requirements of letters of support by 
scheme. If your application requires letters of support, 
please ensure that your referees have time to write on 
your behalf, that they are aware of any requirements, 
and that they are willing to write about the merits of 
your proposal, rather than sending a generic comment 
on your abilities and standing. RSE’s grant letters of 
support are distinct from references for employment.

 
CONTACT US

Please direct enquiries to: Awards@theRSE.org.uk.
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