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B efore writing a proposal you must first understand how it will be evaluated as the proposal that you submit must be 
responsive to these criteria. All solicitations contain a section where the evaluation criteria are discussed  - usually placed 
somewhere towards the end of the solicitation document. One criterion that is ever present in all SBIR/STTR solicitations 

is “innovation”. For example, the Department of Defense (DoD) first evaluation criterion is “the soundness, technical merit and 
innovation of the proposed approach…” The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) lists Innovation as an evaluation 
criterion and elaborates by asking “Does the application challenge and seek to shift current research or clinical practice paradigms 
by utilizing novel theoretical concepts, approaches or methodologies?” The Department of Energy (DOE) evaluates the Strength 
of the Scientific/Technical Approach as evidenced by the innovativeness of the idea and the approach, and the significance of the 
scientific or technical challenge. The National Science Foundation (NSF) does not use the word “innovation” but instead talks about 
Intellectual Merit which encompasses the potential to advance knowledge. The National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(NASA) talks about plans for developing and verifying the innovation which must demonstrate a clear understanding of the 
problem and the current state of the art.
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INNOVATION IS A ‘MUST’
Given this criterion, in your proposal one item that you must 
address is innovation. But how will you know if your work is in-
novative? How can you assure that you are responsive to this 
criterion? Guidance is actually provided in the way innovation is 
discussed in the various solicitations. In order to demonstrate 
an innovation, you must show an understanding of the current 
state of the art. You must review the literature and contrast your 
approach with that of conventional wisdom. 

For some applicants reviewing the literature and contrasting 
your approach with conventional wisdom is commonplace. 
However for others who have been practicing their art for a 
number of years and who are not from an academic environ-
ment this may be somewhat foreign. However, what is required 
is consistently mentioned in the solicitations - you must demon-
strate a knowledge of the state of the art and contrast what you 
are proposing with that as the baseline. You cannot assume the 
reviewer’s knowledge of the literature – it is your responsibility to 
demonstrate your knowledge of the state of the art and clearly 
call out what is innovative about your approach.

EXPERIENCE, AULIFICATIONS AND FACILITIES
Another evaluation criterion that is common across all SBIR/
STTR programs is Experience, Qualifications and Facilities. 
DOE evaluates the “Ability to carry out the project in an effi-
cient manner as evidenced by the qualifications of the Princi-
pal Investigator or PI, other key staff, subcontractors and con-
sultants”. The National Science Foundation looks at how well 
qualified the individual, team or organization is and if adequate 
resources are available to the Principal Investigator (PI) to carry 

out the proposed activities. DoD evaluates the qualifications of 
the proposed principal/key investigators, supporting staff and 
consultants. The Department of Health and Human Services 
evaluates if the Program Directors, also called PDs, the PIs, col-
laborators and other researchers are well suited to the project; 
while NASA evaluates the technical capabilities and experience 
of the PI, project manager, key personnel, staff, consultants and 
subcontractors, if any, and evaluates for consistency with the 
research effort and their degree of commitment and availability. 

This evaluation criterion means that you must place consider-
able emphasis on putting your team in place. It’s not enough 
that you believe that you have the capabilities to do X, you must 
be able to demonstrate that you CAN do X. The government is 
looking to minimize its risk and will look for teams that have a 
track record for delivering comparable services.

COMMERCIALIZATION
Another criterion that all agencies include relates to commer-
cialization. In the HHS guidelines, you will find commercializa-
tion mentioned as part of the “Significance” criterion where it 
asks “Does the proposed project have commercial potential to 
lead to a marketable product, process or service? Does the 
Commercialization Plan demonstrate a high probability of com-
mercialization? The Department of Defense evaluates “The 
potential for commercial applications (that is, Government or 
private sector) and the benefits expected to accrue from this 
commercialization.” With the Department of Energy you will find 
this under “Impact”. DOE evaluates the evidence of impact by 
looking at the likelihood that the proposed work could lead to 
a marketable product or process and the likelihood that the 

Commercialization Criterion

Commercialization

HHS
“Does the proposed project have commercial potential to lead to a marketable product, process or service? Does 
the Commercialization Plan demonstrate a high probability of commercialization?"

DOD
"The potential for commercial applications (that is, Government or private sector)  and the benefits expected to 
accrue from this commercialization.” 

DOE
“DOE evaluates the evidence of impact by looking at the likelihood that the proposed work could lead to a market-
able product or process and the likelihood that the project could attract further development funding after the SBIR 
or STTR project ends.”

NASA
“The offeror’s experience and record in technology commercialization, co-funding commitments from private or 
non-SBIR/non-STTR funding sources, existing and projected commitments for Phase III funding…will be considered 
along with the initial commercialization strategy for the innovation.” 

NSF “NSF looks at the broader impact which encompasses the potential of the proposed project to benefit society and 
contribute to the achievement of specific, desired societal outcomes. “
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project could attract further development funding after the SBIR 
or STTR project ends. The fourth factor that NASA evaluates is 
called “Commercial Potential and Feasibility” stating that “The 
offeror’s experience and record in technology commercializa-
tion, co-funding commitments from private or non-SBIR/non-
STTR funding sources, existing and projected commitments 
for Phase III funding…will be considered along with the initial 
commercialization strategy for the innovation.” NSF looks at the 
broader impact which encompasses the potential of the pro-
posed project to benefit society and contribute to the achieve-
ment of specific, desired societal outcomes.”

KNOW THE EVALUATION CRITERIA
By reading the evaluation criteria before you begin proposal 
preparation, you will understand those items that you must ad-
dress thoroughly within your proposal. What has been men-
tioned here are only criteria that all participating programs 
evaluate – specifically the innovation of what you propose; your 
team; and attention to commercialization in a manner that is 
consistent with that agency’s mission. These are not all of the 
evaluation criteria, so be sure to find and review that section of 
the Funding Opportunity Announcement or solicitation which 
states the criteria against which your proposal will be evaluated.

WIN THEMES
What successful companies do, once they have identified 
the evaluation criteria is assess “win themes”. In other words, 
they evaluate how they stack up against these evaluation 
criteria. This will surface gaps and will help in the elimina-
tion of potential topics to which they might respond. It is not 
uncommon that within a few days of a solicitation’s release 
potential proposers gather with colleagues or management 

to review those topics that seem relevant. The evaluation 
criteria play an important role in the down select process of 
topics to which a company decides to respond. It will also 
surface areas where more resources need to be garnered. 
For example, if you can readily demonstrate that your tech-
nology is innovative, but you need to strengthen your team, 
an immediate task becomes addressing the weaknesses in 
proposed personnel. In other words, you won’t eliminate 
all potential topics because of gaps – but you will focus on 
those where you will be more competitive.

The concept of “win themes” is not only useful for surfacing 
gaps and deciding which topics to address, but is also impor-
tant to consider as you write your proposal. You must make it 
easy for reviewers to verify that your proposal is responsive to 
the evaluation criteria. This is accomplished by including lan-
guage within your proposal that clearly and subtly calls out the 
evaluation criteria and which emphasizes your strengths relative 
to them. Sometimes a proposer may choose to call out areas 
where they have a perceived weakness and clarify what they 
have done to mitigate this risk. 

Understanding the evaluation criteria that will be applied to a pro-
posal affects everything – from your internal down select process, 
to the early surfacing of gaps that you will address and the actual 
writing of your proposal. Those that develop winning proposal 
always allow sufficient time before submitting their proposals to 
have another party independently review the draft and evaluate 
how the proposal stacks-up against the evaluation criteria. Make 
sure that you allow sufficient time so that you can address the 
feedback that they provide. 

Sample Evaluation Criteria

Ability to carry out 
the project in an 
efficient manner

Evaluation Criteria Evidence of How Do we Stack Up

Strength of Scientific/
Technical Approach

(1) Innovativeness of the idea and approach 
(2) Significance of the scientific or technical challenge,                                                             
(3) Thoroughness of the presentation

(1) qualifications of the PI, other key staff, subcontractors and con-
sultants, if any and level of adequacy of equipment and facilities 
(2) the soundness and level of adequacy of the work plan to show 
progress toward providing the feasibility of the concept,      
(3)  the degree to which the DOE investment in the project would 
be justified by the level of proposed research effort.

Impact

(1) the significance of the technical and/or economic benefits of 
the proposed work, if successful,                                                                 
(2) the likelihood that the proposed work could lead to a market-
able product or process,                                                             
(3) the likelihood that the project could attract further development 
funding after the SBIR or STTR project ends, and               
(4) the appropriateness of the data management plan for the pro-
posed work.

https://www.sbir.gov/tutorials

