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In brief 
 
Physics Vrije Programma’s are intended for top-level research with compelling physics and/or 
applied physics objectives. In addition to scientific quality, the main characteristics are focus, 
critical mass and cohesion.  
 
In 2018, the pre-proposal deadline is 14:00 on Thursday, 1 March. Please note, the pre-
proposals are limited to 2,500 words (excluding the list of references and the budget). The 
following deadline – for full proposals – is 14:00 on Tuesday, 28 August. The final decision 
will be taken in November/December 2018.  
 
Every programme proposal submitted will compete with all of the other proposals. The 
advisory and assessment committees use a two-round ranking and selection procedure. The 
first round involves pre-proposals and interviews. As an applicant, you will have an 
opportunity to give a verbal presentation of your proposal on Thursday, 5 April 2018. 
 
In the second round, ranking and selection of the best proposals is based on full proposals, 
on the advice to be obtained from international referees, and on an interview on Thursday, 
8 November 2018. 
 
Approximately €10 M is available for the 2018 round of proposals. It is anticipated that 
about four or five proposals will be awarded grants. 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 What is a Physics Vrije Programma? 

If you have a great idea for a research project, but lack the means to tackle the 
scientific challenges involved, then a Physics Vrije Programma might be just the 
thing for you. This is because these programmes are intended for top-level research 
with compelling physics and/or applied physics objectives. Furthermore, this must 
be research that requires substantial manpower and resources (critical mass). In all 
these respects, such programmes must be far beyond the scope of a Physics 
Projectruimte project, for example. Physics Vrije Programma’s offer you the 
opportunity and freedom to conduct research on academically outstanding, 
challenging and innovative themes. Vrije Programma’s are also characterized by a 
clear focus and good cohesion. One important consideration is that you will be 
asked to explain how your programme could contribute to one of the top sectors 
and/or to the Dutch National Research Agenda. However, the assessment of 
proposals includes no mandatory requirement for such contributions. 
 
The emphasis on creating ‘focus and mass’ implies that the majority of the 
programmes will involve consortia, in which groups create added value through 
cooperation (the coordinated pooling of expertise and strengths) rather than 
engaging in small-scale, individual projects. This does not alter the fact that, in 
certain situations, this goal can also be achieved by a focus group at a single 
location. Thus, proposals of this kind may also be submitted.  
 
The requirement for ‘focus and mass’ means that programme proposals will often 
have a predefined character and a high degree of organization. The task of 
monitoring the implementation or realization of the programme’s scientific objective 
(or objectives) is assigned to a programme leader, who can be granted ample 
management powers for this purpose. 
 
The duration and scope of a Vrije Programma may vary, depending on the purpose 
of the programme and on the resources required to achieve it. In recent years, 
these have generally been five years and an average of €2.2 M, respectively. NWO 
is pleased to invite you to submit smaller-scale programme proposals, with a lower 
limit of €1 M. The condition is always that any such must have a compelling added 
value as a programme. 

1.2 Available budget 

Approximately €10 M is available for the 2018 round of proposals. It is anticipated 
that about four or five proposals will be awarded grants. 

1.3 Validity of the call for proposals 

This call for proposals is valid until 14:00 CE(S)T on 1 March 2018, the deadline 
for pre-proposal submission. 
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2 Guidelines for applicants 

2.1 Who can apply? 

Proposals can be submitted by professors and academic staff (either individually or 
as a consortium) permanently employed by a Dutch university, or permanently 
employed by the NWO Institutes Organisation (NWO-I) or another research 
organization that is funded (partially or completely) by the Ministry of Education, 
Culture and Science. You can also submit a proposal (either individually or as part of 
a group) if you have a tenure-track position or a Vidi or Vici grant. However, these 
applicants must submit a statement from the dean/director stating that they have a 
prospect of permanent employment once their position has terminated. 
 
As an applicant (or co-applicant), you must reach agreement with the management 
of your research institution beforehand about whether or not a proposal can be 
submitted, and how the programme might be integrated into the institution’s 
operations. Where there is any doubt, the matter should be discussed by NWO and 
the management of the institution in question. Programme proposals from NWO 
institutes can only be submitted with the approval of the institute’s director. 
 
It is an NWO requirement that a single programme leader should be in charge of 
each programme. The identity of the candidate programme leader must be made 
known when the proposal is submitted. During the assessment procedure, NWO will 
regard this individual as the sole contact. 

2.2 What can be applied for 

The primary consideration is that the nature and scale of the resources devoted to 
the Physics Vrije Programma’s, as well as their period of use, are realistically related 
to the achievement of the scientific objectives in question. 
 
The funds to be requested fall into the following categories: 
1. staff positions; 
2. materials budget; 
3. equipment. 

2.2.1 Staff 

As a rule, partly because Physics Vrije Programma’s are by definition finite, only staff 
positions for the temporary appointment of PhD students, postdocs and technicians 
will be assigned. The associated rates will be in accordance with the most recent 
‘Approval of funding for scientific research’ signed by NWO as well as the Association 
of Dutch Universities (VSNU), the Netherlands Federation of University Medical 
Centres (NFU), the Netherlands Organisation for Health Research and Development 
(ZonMw), the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW) and the 
Association of Fundraising Organizations (VFL). Remunerations for PhD students/PhD 
scholarship students at a Dutch university are not eligible for funding from NWO. 
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In special cases (because it is required by the creation of critical mass and by 
switching to entirely new directions, for example), scientific and technical staff may 
be given permanent appointments during the course of the programme (including 
‘dakpanconstructies’, in which young talent is promoted at an early stage, in the 
care of a senior individual who is appointed as their ‘coach’). For the record, we note 
that applications for permanent staff must involve the appointment of new 
permanent staff who do not already have a permanent employment contract (or the 
prospect thereof) at the institution in question. Before funding is allocated, NWO will 
make proper arrangements with the relevant institution or institute concerning the 
legal position and funding of these employees at the end of the programme.  
 
Another option is to establish new focus groups made up of permanent academic 
staff. Over the longer term (ten years, as a rule), focus groups build ‘focus and 
mass’ around the unique expertise of a scientist (a physicist) of international repute, 
who leads the focus group and the research, both as a ‘driving force’ and as the 
responsible manager. In the case of focus group proposals, a compelling case must 
be made to show that the proposed long-term investment in personnel (temporary 
and permanent) can force a breakthrough of sufficient added value to Dutch physics 
to justify establishing a separate focus group and to justify NWO taking on long-term 
obligations. The proposal must spotlight the role of the focus group leader and those 
of the permanent staff to be recruited. A compelling case must also be made with 
regard to the proposal’s demarcation from, and complementarity with, other 
activities (including the Gravitation programme). 
 
In this context, focus groups are powerful instruments for shaping specific topics or 
a combination of strengths and giving them substance, for anchoring them within an 
organizational structure, and for shaping present and future physics strategy. It is 
advisable to consult NWO before submitting a proposal of this kind. In essence, the 
procedures for handling proposals for focus groups are the same as those for other 
programme proposals. However, the former proposals must provide compelling 
arguments to establish that the focus group approach is essential if the programme’s 
goals are to be achieved. 

2.2.2 Materials budget 

The materials budget includes consumables, tools, domestic and foreign travel, 
recruitment/advertising costs, the cost of attending conferences (including 
accommodation costs), the organization of workshops, expenses that the 
programme leader incurs in the performance of his/her duties, etc. 
 
Indirect or infrastructural costs are not reimbursed. These include the cost of 
existing permanent staff, renting computer time, gas and electricity, cryogenic 
liquids, workshop costs, administration and the like. In very special circumstances, if 
in doubt you can contact NWO. 
 
If you are thinking about requesting the materials and equipment needed to hold a 
workshop, please note that special conditions apply to workshops held in the Lorentz 
Center in Leiden. In that case, please contact NWO in advance. 

2.2.3 Equipment 

You are asked to individually specify the costs of consumer goods, such as small 
and large (or larger) instruments, in the proposal. 
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2.3 When proposals can be submitted 

The deadline for the submission of pre-proposals is 14:00 CE(S)T on Thursday, 1 
March 2018. 
 
The deadline for the submission of full proposals is 14:00 CE(S)T on Tuesday, 28 
August 2018.  

2.4 Preparing a proposal 

There are two separate sets of instructions. One applies to the submission of pre-
proposals in the first round (see Annex 1), and the other to the submission of full 
proposals in the second round. The instructions for full proposals will be 
communicated, in due course, to those who are invited to take part in the second 
round. 
 
Everyone who meets the above-mentioned submission criteria can submit a pre-
proposal (either individually or as part of a group) for a Physics Vrije Programma. 
You can only submit a full proposal for a Physics Vrije Programma if your pre-
proposal has passed the first round and if you have been specifically invited to do 
so.  
 
In both cases, please adhere closely to the relevant guidelines.  

2.5 Grant conditions  

2.5.1 General guidelines and conditions 

All pre-proposals and proposals are subject to the ‘NWO 2017 Regulation on 
Granting’ and the ‘Approval of funding for scientific research’, see 
https://www.nwo.nl/en/documents/nwo/legal/nwo-grant-rules-1-may-2017 and 
https://www.nwo.nl/en/documents/nwo/salary-tables/approval-of-funding-for-
scientific-research-2008.  
 

2.5.2 NWO Code of Conduct on Conflicts of Interest 

The ‘NWO Code of Conduct on Conflicts of Interest’ applies to everyone (including 
NWO staff) involved in the advisory, assessment and decision-making procedure for 
the Physics Vrije Programma's 2018, see 
https://www.nwo.nl/en/documents/nwo/legal/nwo-code-of-conduct-on-conflicts-of-
interest.  

2.5.3 Open Access 

All scientific publications resulting from research funded by grants derived from this 
call for proposals are to be freely accessible worldwide (Open Access) with 
immediate effect (at the time of publication). There are various ways in which 
researchers can publish on an Open Access basis. Detailed explanatory notes can be 
found at https://www.nwo.nl/en/policies/open+science.  

2.5.4 Data management  

Responsible data management is an integral part of good research. Wherever 
possible, NWO wants research data generated by publicly funded research to be 

https://www.nwo.nl/en/documents/nwo/legal/nwo-grant-rules-1-may-2017
https://www.nwo.nl/en/documents/nwo/salary-tables/approval-of-funding-for-scientific-research-2008
https://www.nwo.nl/en/documents/nwo/salary-tables/approval-of-funding-for-scientific-research-2008
https://www.nwo.nl/en/documents/nwo/legal/nwo-code-of-conduct-on-conflicts-of-interest
https://www.nwo.nl/en/documents/nwo/legal/nwo-code-of-conduct-on-conflicts-of-interest
https://www.nwo.nl/en/policies/open+science
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made freely available on a lasting basis, for reuse by other researchers. NWO also 
wants to raise awareness among researchers about the importance of responsible 
data management. Proposals should therefore comply with NWO’s data 
management protocol. This protocol consists of two steps:  
 
1. Data management section 
The data management section is part of the research proposal, but should only be 
included in the full proposal (not in the pre-proposal). Principal investigators (PIs) 
are required to answer four questions about data management within their planned 
research project. He or she will be asked to think, even before the research work 
starts, about how the collected data should be ordered and categorized in such a 
way that it can be made freely available. Measures will often need to be taken 
during the production and analysis of the data to facilitate its later storage and 
dissemination. PIs can state which research data they consider to be relevant for 
storage and reuse. 
 
2. Data management plan 
After a proposal has been awarded funding, the PI should draw up a data 
management plan based on the data management section. This plan is a specific 
development based on the data management section. Applicants can make use of 
advice, both from the committee and from referees, for this purpose. In the plan, 
the PI indicates whether use will be made of existing data or whether new data 
collection will be involved, and how this will then be made FAIR, i.e. Findable, 
Accessible, Interoperable and Reusable. The plan must be submitted to NWO 
through ISAAC no later than four months after the proposal was awarded funding. 
NWO will approve the plan as quickly as possible. The award of a grant is 
conditional upon approval of the data management plan by NWO. The plan can be 
modified after the research work has started. 
 
The data management section in the proposal is not assessed and not included in 
the decision on whether or not to award funding. Both the referees and the 
committee can, however, make recommendations about the data management 
section. More information about NWO’s data management protocol can be found at: 
https://www.nwo.nl/en/policies/open+science/data+management.  

2.6 Submitting a proposal 

Proposals can only be submitted through the ISAAC online application system. You 
can reach ISAAC via the NWO website www.nwo.nl. Any proposals that are not 
submitted through ISAAC will not be processed.  
 
Lead applicants are obliged to submit the proposal through their own ISAAC account. 
Any lead applicants who do not yet have an ISAAC account should open such an 
account at least one day before submitting the proposal. This is in order to ensure 
that any registration problems can be resolved in time. If the lead applicant already 
has an ISAAC-account, this account should be used in order to submit a proposal.  
 
When submitting your proposal via the ISAAC online application system, you will 
also have to enter information online. You should, therefore, start submitting your 
proposal at least one day before the deadline for this call for proposals. Any 
proposals submitted after the deadline will not be processed. If you have any 
questions of a technical nature, please contact the ISAAC helpdesk (see the section 
entitled Contact). 

https://www.nwo.nl/en/policies/open+science/data+management
http://www.nwo.nl/
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3 Assessment procedure 

3.1 Procedure 

3.1.1 Admissibility of the proposals 

The first step in the assessment process is to determine the admissibility of the pre-
proposal or full proposal in question. This is based on the criteria formulated in 
Chapter 2. The consortium may be asked for additional information about its various 
constituent partners. 
 
NWO will not process any proposals to which one or more of the following apply: 
 the pre-proposal/proposal has not been filled in correctly or has been 

incompletely filled in, according to the guidelines provided (as in section 5.1, for 
example) and the applicant has failed to comply with the request (or has not 
done so on time) that he/she submit a corrected proposal; 

 the pre-proposal/proposal is not written in English; 
 the applicants (or lead applicants) do not comply with the definition given in 

section 2.1; 
 the pre-proposal/proposal does not comply with the purpose of this call, as 

defined in section 1.1; 
 the pre-proposal/proposal was not submitted via ISAAC; 
 the pre-proposal/proposal was submitted after the deadline. 

3.1.2 Assessment of programme proposals 

Every programme proposal submitted (pre-proposals and full proposals) will 
compete with all of the other proposals. The assessment involves a two-round 
procedure.  
 
In the first round, the applicant (or applicants) will have an opportunity to present 
and expand on their pre-proposals during an interview with the advisory committee 
(or committees). The composition of the advisory committees reflects the physics 
sub-fields mentioned in section 5.2. Based on all the pre-proposals submitted, 
NWO’s bureau decides which advisory committees should be created, to ensure that 
the advice given is as reliable and as well balanced as possible. When filling seats on 
the advisory committees, the NWO bureau will approach Dutch scientists who are 
not involved in the pre-proposals that have been submitted, and whose expertise is 
relevant to the advisory committee in question. The applicants are informed, in good 
time, of the names of advisory committee members. After the interviews, the 
individual advisory committees hold separate meetings to formulate a 
recommendation for each of the pre-proposals. This recommendation is presented to 
the applicants, who then have the right to respond. The recommendations, together 
with the applicants’ responses, are submitted to the assessment committee. This 
assessment committee will consist of leading physicists, each of whom has an 
extensive knowledge of the field of study in question. These individuals also have a 
more than adequate understanding of the stipulated scientific policy/strategic criteria 
and policy framework. Finally, they are able to grasp the essence of topics across 
the entire field of physics. No members of the assessment committee are involved in 
the pre-proposals or full proposals that have been submitted. The applicants are 
informed of the names of the assessment committee’s members. Based on the 
recommendations made and responses received, the assessment committee ranks 
the pre-proposals for further development into full proposals by priority (giving 
details of its reasoning). This priority ranking (giving details of the reasoning 
involved) is submitted to the Executive Board of the NWO Domain Science, who will 
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then reach a decision. The Executive Board of the NWO Domain Science decides 
which pre-proposals may be further developed. It may also issue additional 
instructions to the applicants, based on the recommendations made by the advisory 
and assessment committees. The basic principle, when deciding how many pre-
proposals may be further developed, is that the total budget requested for the full 
proposals should be about twice the available budget. 
 
In the second round, ranking and selection of the best proposals is based on full 
proposals, the advice to be obtained from independent (inter)national referees, the 
applicants’ responses, and the assessment committee’s interviews with the 
applicants. The advisory committees from the first round play no part in the second 
round. The membership of the assessment committee is the same in both the first 
and second rounds. Once the interviews have been completed, the assessment 
committee will draw up a document recommending specific proposals for funding 
and giving details of its reasoning. This recommendation will then be submitted to 
the Executive Board of the NWO Domain Science. In this context, the assessment 
committee may apply all of the criteria described in section 3.2. Based on the 
assessment committee’s recommendation, the Executive Board of the NWO Domain 
Science then decides which proposals will be awarded grants. 

3.1.3 Decision 

Pre-proposals 
The assessment committee issues a recommendation to the Executive Board 
concerning the assessment and priority ranking of the pre-proposals. Based on this 
recommendation, the Executive Board reaches a decision concerning the pre-
proposals. 
 
Awarding grants 
The assessment committee issues a recommendation to the Executive Board 
concerning the assessment and priority ranking of the full proposals. Based on this 
recommendation and the available budget, the Executive Board reaches a decision 
concerning the proposals. 
 
NWO assigns a rating to each of the full proposals. Applicants are informed of this 
rating when the decision on whether or not to award a grant is communicated to 
them. To be eligible for funding, a proposal must have been rated no lower than 
‘very good’ or ‘excellent’. For more information about the ratings, see: 
https://www.nwo.nl/en/funding/funding+process+explained/nwo+qualification+syst
em. 
 
Objections 
If you disagree with a decision about whether or not your pre-proposal should be 
further developed or about the allocation of resources based on the full proposal, 
you have a period of six weeks, commencing on the date of the decision in question, 
to submit a notice of objection to NWO. When you file a notice of objection, you are 
initiating a major procedure. Accordingly, you should first contact the coordinator of 
the Physics Vrije Programma’s for further details of the decision you have been 
given. For more information about the objection procedure, see: 
https://www.nwo.nl/en/funding/funding+process+explained/lodging+an+objection. 
  
Conflict of interest 
The NWO Code on Conflicts of Interest is applicable to every individual and all NWO 
staff involved in the assessment and/or decision-making process, see section 2.5.2. 
  

https://www.nwo.nl/en/funding/funding+process+explained/nwo+qualification+system
https://www.nwo.nl/en/funding/funding+process+explained/nwo+qualification+system
https://www.nwo.nl/en/funding/funding+process+explained/lodging+an+objection
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3.1.4 Summary of procedural steps 

First round (pre-proposals) 
1. The lead applicant submits the proposal via the ISAAC electronic application 

system. 
2. Next, NWO determines whether the proposal is admissible. 
3. The applicants (lead applicant plus a maximum of two consortium members) 

give a verbal presentation and explanation to the advisory committee (or 
committees). 

4. Based on the pre-proposal and the interview, the individual advisory committees 
hold separate meetings to formulate recommendations about which of the 
proposals should be further developed. 

5. Applicants are given the opportunity to submit a response, based on the 
recommendation they have received. 

6. Based on the pre-proposals, recommendations and responses, the assessment 
committee prepares the priority ranking and sends it to the Executive Board of 
the NWO Domain Science, giving details of its reasoning. 

7. The Executive Board of the NWO Domain Science checks the assessment process 
and takes a decision about which proposals should be further developed, based 
on the assessment committee’s priority ranking. 

8. NWO informs the lead applicants of its decision concerning their pre-proposals. 
 
Second round (full proposals) 
1. The lead applicant receives instructions concerning the further development of 

the proposal, then submits the proposal via the ISAAC electronic application 
system. 

2. Next, NWO determines whether the proposal is admissible. 
3. NWO sends admissible proposals to independent international experts for a 

referee’s report. 
4. Applicants are given the opportunity to submit a rebuttal, based on the referee’s 

report they have received. 
5. The applicants (lead applicant plus a maximum of two consortium members) 

give a verbal presentation and explanation to the assessment committee. 
6. The assessment committee arranges the proposals in order of priority, based on 

the proposal itself, on the referee’s reports, the rebuttal and the interview, 
giving due consideration to the criteria mentioned in section 3.2. The committee 
then sends this priority ranking to the Executive Board of the NWO Domain 
Science, giving details of its reasoning. 

7. The Executive Board of the NWO Domain Science checks the assessment process 
and decides (based on the assessment committee’s recommendation, the 
available budget, and the criteria) which proposals should be awarded grants 
and which should be rejected. 

8. NWO informs the lead applicants of its decision concerning their proposal. 
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3.1.5 Timeline 

The entire assessment and selection procedure takes about nine months. The details 
of this procedure are explained in the above step-by-step plan. Applicants are 
requested to write down the dates of the interviews or to arrange for an adequate 
replacement in good time (and to notify NWO about this). The rule applied by NWO 
is that all contacts take place via the lead applicant. 
 
First round (pre-proposals) 
 

Step Date Who Explanation 

Deadline for 
submission of 
pre-proposals 

14.00 on 1 March 
2018 

Applicant(s) See also guidelines in section 
5.2. 

Test of 
admissibility 

15 March 2018 NWO office 
 

Checking against criteria 
formulated in Chapter 2. 

Pre-proposal 
interviews 

5 April 2018 Applicant(s)  
Advisory committee(s) 
NWO office 

Experience has shown that verbal 
explanations help committees 
reach sound judgments. All 
applicants will have the 
opportunity to appear before the 
advisory committee (or 
committees) for this purpose. 
Details of this day’s programme 
will be published one to two 
weeks in advance. 

Recommendati
ons on pre-
proposals 

mid-April Advisory committee(s) 
 

The individual advisory 
committees will hold separate 
meetings to formulate their 
recommendations. 

Applicants’ 
response 

end of April Applicant(s) Applicants will have the 
opportunity to respond to the 
recommendations concerning 
their pre-proposal.  

Proposals to be 
further 
developed 

mid-May Assessment committee 
 

Based on the criteria, 
recommendations and policy 
considerations, the assessment 
committee ranks the proposals 
by priority, giving details of its 
reasoning.  

First round of 
decision-
making 

7 June 2018 Executive Board of the 
NWO Domain Science 

Based on the assessment 
committee’s priority ranking, the 
Executive Board of the NWO 
Domain Science decides which 
pre-proposals may be further 
developed. This process is 
subject to the basic principle that 
the total budget involved should 
be no more than twice the 
available budget. 
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Second round (full proposals) 
 

Step Date Who Explanation 

Deadline for 
the submission 
of full 
proposals 

14.00 on 28 
August 2018 

Applicant(s) Applicants can incorporate into 
the final proposal any 
recommendations and 
suggestions they received in the 
first round. 

International 
peer review 

September–
October 

Referees 
NWO office 

International experts are asked 
to comment on the proposals.  

Applicants’ 
rebuttal 

end of October Applicant(s) The applicants are given an 
opportunity to submit a rebuttal 
to the referees’ comments. 

Interviews for 
full proposals 

8 November 2018 Applicant(s) 
Assessment committee 

The applicant (or applicants) is 
given the opportunity to explain 
their proposal to the assessment 
committee. 

Priority ranking mid-November Assessment committee The proposals are ranked by 
priority, based on the proposal 
itself, on the interview, on the 
referees’ comments, on the 
rebuttal, and on policy 
considerations. 

Second round 
of decision-
making 

29 November 
2018 

Executive Board of the 
NWO Domain Science 

The Executive Board decides 
which proposals should be 
awarded grants. 

3.2 Assessment criteria 

When assessing and selecting programme proposals, the assessment committee 
and the Executive Board of the NWO Domain Science apply scientific, programmatic 
and scientific-political/strategic criteria. The international referees are asked to 
focus on the scientific and programmatic criteria in particular. The scientific, 
programmatic and scientific-political/strategic criteria derive from the broader policy 
framework of the former Foundation for Fundamental Research on Matter, such as 
the 2015-2019 FOM/N Strategic Plan (see https://www.nwo-i.nl/en/fom-
history/strategic-plan/). 

Scientific criteria 
 The scientific quality of the proposed research: 

- from the international viewpoint, does the programme engage with a major field 
of research and are its objectives challenging? 

- is the Netherlands in a position to make a significant contribution to the 
international reservoir of knowledge in this area, or will it have an opportunity to 
do so? Why? 

- is the programme being proposed at this particular time in response to a ‘sense 
of urgency’ about the need to tackle this subject? 

 The quality, productivity and size of the group (or groups) involved: 
- is the implementation in good hands? 
- are sufficient researchers of high standing and repute available? 
- is there sufficient critical mass? 

 
 

https://www.nwo-i.nl/en/fom-history/strategic-plan/
https://www.nwo-i.nl/en/fom-history/strategic-plan/
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 The approach used to achieve the objective: 
- is it original, effective and efficient? 
- is the timeline realistic? 

 The availability of the requisite infrastructure, as well as the need for (and adequacy 
of) the budget: 
- is this sufficient to achieve the intended objectives? 
- is what is being requested actually necessary? 

Programmatic criteria 
 Is it sufficiently large, in other words does it have critical mass? 
 Does the programme have a clear focus, objectives and cohesion? 
 Does the cooperation envisioned within the programme offer clear added value? 
 Does the programme have a clear and effective organizational structure and does 

its management inspire confidence? 

Scientific-political (strategic) criteria 
 Contribution to NWO’s special policy goals (see also below, under ‘General approach 

and policy indications’): 
- is it consistent with NWO’s sub-fields policy for physics? 
- is it in keeping with the themes identified by NWO (e.g. strategic memoranda, 

Dutch National Research Agenda routes, etc.)? 
- is it important for society, industry and other scientific fields? 

 Its contribution to the top sectors: 
- does the programme involve a demonstrably substantive contribution to one or 

more top sectors? 
- is the subject part of a roadmap, innovation contract or Top Consortium for 

Knowledge and Innovation? (Please note: financial contributions from the 
business community are not required.) 

 Link to the Dutch National Research Agenda: 
- is the programme in keeping with one or more of the Dutch National Research 

Agenda’s routes? 
 The architecture of the national research landscape: 

- does it enrich that architecture, in other words is it clear that this is not just 
more of the same? 

- does it contribute to the division of tasks and concentration? 
- will it help to put the Netherlands on the map, within the European Research 

Area? 

General approach and policy indications 
 The programme’s scientific quality must be compelling. 
 Within the physics sub-fields (see section 5.2), NWO will mainly use resources 

according to the indicated research lines set out in the relevant focus memoranda 
(updated in 2016). After consulting its constituency, the advisory committee has 
produced a focus memorandum in which it adopts a standpoint concerning the 
themes within the development of sub-fields that NWO should promote within its 
programmes (and those which it should not). You should view these memoranda as 
a source of inspiration rather than as hard and fast rules. NWO will certainly not 
automatically reject new programme proposals that do not fall within the 
aforementioned focal areas. Details of the focus memoranda can be found at the 
NWO Institutes Organisation website: https://www.nwo-i.nl/en/nwo-domain-
science/research-fields/general-information/. 

https://www.nwo-i.nl/en/nwo-domain-science/research-fields/general-information/
https://www.nwo-i.nl/en/nwo-domain-science/research-fields/general-information/
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4 Contact 
Substantive questions 

If you have any questions regarding this call for proposals for the Physics Vrije 
Programma’s, please contact the NWO office: 
 
  Dr. Peter Spijker, +31 (0)30 600 12 28, natuurkunde-vp@nwo.nl 
 
NB: this email address cannot be used to submit proposals. 

Technical questions 
If you have any technical questions about the use of ISAAC, please contact the 
ISAAC helpdesk. Please consult the manual before asking the helpdesk for advice. 
The ISAAC helpdesk can be reached at +31 (0)20 346 71 79 from Mondays to 
Fridays between 10:00 and 17:00. You can also ask your question by sending an 
email to isaac.helpdesk@nwo.nl. You will receive a reply within two working days. 
  

mailto:natuurkunde-vp@nwo.nl
mailto:isaac.helpdesk@nwo.nl
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5 Annexes 

5.1 Guidelines for submitting pre-proposals 

General 
For pre-proposals it is sufficient to submit a concise document of not more than 
2,500 words (excluding the title, applicants, budget and references). This should 
be written in English and must contain sufficient information to make it 
independently comprehensible. Accordingly, any references to internal documents 
such as annual reports should be avoided. Only references to the ‘open literature’ 
are allowed. When formulating your pre-proposal, you are asked to allow for the 
fact that not all the members of the assessment committee (or committees) are 
specialists in your field of study. 

Contents 
Pre-proposals must contain the following sections.  
 
1. Title of the proposed programme 
The title is short, but clear, and certainly not an extensive description. 
 
2. Abstract 
Summarize the proposed research in 150 words, addressed to the broad physical 
advisory and assessment committees (whose members are not necessarily 
specialists in your field of study, nor are they laymen). 
 
3. Applicant (or applicants) 
Give the name and affiliation (or affiliations) of each applicant. Indicate which of 
these is the candidate programme leader. 
 

Sections 4 to 7, together, must contain not more than 
2,500 words. 

 
4. Objectives and focus  
Indicate the programme’s objectives. Physics Vrije Programma’s must have a sharp 
focus and good cohesion. 
 
5. Scientific challenges 
Indicate the main scientific challenges to be tackled by the programme. In each 
case, give details of the approach to be followed and of the times at which specific 
milestones will be reached. Also indicate why it is important to set up a programme 
in the field in question (this is extremely important in the case of focus group 
proposals). Outline the programme’s position within the national and international 
research landscape. Are there links to any other programmes, either funded by 
NWO or by other organizations? 
 
6. Distribution of scientific tasks 
With regard to the assessment of the pre-proposal, it is vital for there to be 
complete clarity concerning the framework and form of the research to be carried 
out. Which groups are involved and why? What common factor links these groups 
together? What is each person’s task/role? What vital expertise and infrastructure is 
to be introduced? What is the added value of the programme-based approach and 
of the newly-formed consortium? Give a brief description (about one paragraph) of 
the scientific input per group. 
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7. Organizational structure  
Explain how the programme will be organized. What was the reason for selecting 
the proposed structure? How will the coherence of the programme’s research be 
guaranteed in the implementation phase? What exactly does the programme 
leader's role involve? Also, where research results could potentially be used in other 
sectors, please indicate how the transfer of knowledge will be organized. 
 
8. Application perspective  
As with all research proposals submitted to NWO, the potential applications of any 
research results in the short or long term (knowledge utilization) also need to be 
addressed. Here you should also indicate any substantive contributions your 
programme will make to one or more top sectors and whether the subject is part of 
a roadmap, innovation contract or Top Consortium for Knowledge and Innovation. 
Any links to the Dutch National Research Agenda (and certain routes) can also be 
highlighted. Incidentally, such potential contributions are not mandatory elements 
in the assessment of proposals. Even if there are no plans for knowledge 
utilization/applications, it can still be valid to indicate this. For some examples of 
knowledge utilization, see https://www.nwo.nl/en/policies/knowledge+utilisation. 
 
9. Duration and requested budget 
Give details of the programme’s duration and of the budget requested from NWO, 
and justify these aspects in relation to the stated objective (or objectives). Draw a 
distinction between the operating budget and the investment budget, and give a 
broad indication of which resources are to be spent where/in which group. 
Remember that, in addition to PhD students and postdocs, the programme’s budget 
can also be used for equipment, for technical staff and – subject to certain 
conditions – for project leaders. Please provide specific information about any larger 
investments in terms of equipment. 
 
Specify the funding requested for personnel (these specifications must be 
sufficiently detailed to enable NWO’s office to estimate the associated costs). Staff 
costs are eligible for subsidy in accordance with the most recent ‘Approval of 
funding for scientific research’ signed by NWO as well as the Association of Dutch 
Universities (VSNU), the Netherlands Federation of University Medical Centres 
(NFU), the Netherlands Organisation for Health Research and Development 
(ZonMw), the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences (KNAW) and the 
Association of Fundraising Organizations (VFL). Details of the above approval and 
the maximum amounts for personnel expenses can be found at 
https://www.nwo.nl/en/funding/funding+process+explained/salary+tables. The 
following approximate rates apply: 

- PhD student: €218 k (for four years) 
- postdoc: €71 k (1 year) / €143 k (2 years) / €216 k (3 years) 
- technician: €53-63 k (per year) 
- guests:  €45 k (per year) 

Details must also be given of any secondment costs for long-term stays at host 
institutions (either in the Netherlands or elsewhere). 
 
The following material budgets (consumables, travel expenses and publication 
expenses) can be requested without being specified: 

- €15 k per year for one experimental position; 
- €5 k per year for one theoretical/computational position. 

If it is thought that the material budget needs to be increased, then the total 
material budget must be specified and substantiated in the proposal. In this way, 
when the proposal is being assessed, the advisability of such an increase can be 
taken into account. With regard to other categories, details of the relevant rates can 
be made available on request. In this connection, please contact NWO well in 
advance of submission. 

https://www.nwo.nl/en/policies/knowledge+utilisation
https://www.nwo.nl/en/funding/funding+process+explained/salary+tables


17 

Natuurkunde Vrije Programma's 
 

 
No requests may be submitted for the reimbursement of indirect or infrastructural 
costs. These include the cost of existing permanent staff, renting computer time, 
gas and electricity, cryogenic liquids, workshop costs, administration and the like. If 
in doubt, you can contact NWO. Do not forget to include VAT and any import duties 
that may be involved. 
 
At the very least, you should fill in the table below and add some explanatory 
notes, as indicated above. Only those resources to be requested from NWO must be 
entered in the table (in the case of staff, state the number of positions involved (in 
FTE) as well as the associated costs): 
 

 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 >2023 Total 
Staff positions (FTE):        
- PhD students        
- postdocs        
- technicians        
- guests        
- other members of staff        
Costs (k€):        
- members of staff        
- equipment        
- investments        
Total (k€):        

     
Details of any contributions from other sources/third parties should be listed 
separately. 

 
10. Sub-field classification 
Show how the programme is divided between the various physics sub-fields defined 
by NWO (expressed as multiples of five percent). Programmes can be divided into a 
maximum of three sub-fields, with a minimum of 15 percent for any given sub-field. 
Details of these sub-fields (together with some examples of research themes per 
sub-field) are set out in section 5.2. 
 
11. References 
Provide a reference (or references) to articles relevant to the pre-proposal and a 
reference (or references) to a review, book or other basic document. These will 
serve as pointers for the advisory committee (or committees) and the assessment 
committee, who are not fully familiar with the specific field of research in question. 
Only references to the ‘open literature’ are allowed. 
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5.2 Sub-fields of physics 

Physics of Life Processes (PL) 
- experimental, theoretical and statistical 

physics of: 
• biomolecules 
• biomolecular assemblies 
• biomolecular networks 
• cells 
• photosynthesis 
• neural networks 

 
Nanophysics/nanotechnology (NANO) 
- nanomedicine 

• bionano interfaces 
• nano-imaging cell processes 
• lab-on-a-chip nanofluidic systems 
• drug delivery 
• nanosensors  

− beyond Moore 
• nanophotonics, optics and 

electronics 
• quantum information processing 
• spintronics 
• graphene 
• plasmonics 
• molecular-scale devices and 

integrated circuits 
• single-photon and single-electron 

detectors 
- functional nanoparticles and 

nanopatterned surfaces 
• nanoparticles 
• nanomaterials 
• nanomanufacturing 
• ultrathin layers 
• quantum dots, 
• instrumentation for observation and 
manipulation on the nanoscale 

 
Fusion Physics (FuP) 
− magnetohydrodynamics of hot plasmas 
− plasma wall interaction and reactor 

materials 
− Tokamak physics 
 

  Subatomic Physics (SAF)  
− elementary particle physics 
− astroparticle physics 

• deep-sea neutrino research 
• radio detection cosmic rays 
• gravitational waves 

− string theory 
− accelerator and detection technology 

 
Condensed Matter and optical physics 
(COMOP) 
− atomic and molecular physics 
− cold atoms and Bose-Einstein 
− condensation 
− quantum and non-linear optics 
− surface and boundary layer physics  
− structure and properties of  
− condensed matter 
− (incl. 'materials science') 
− collective phenomena 
− soft matter (including polymers 
− and colloids) 

 
Phenomenological Physics (PheP) 
- physics of fluids in the broadest context 

• simple and complex fluids 
• micro and nanofluidics 
• turbulence and geophysical flows 
• acoustics and ultrasound in liquids 
• low temperature plasma physics  

− meso and macroscopic physics of 
materials 
• materials for miniaturisation 
• composite materials 
• biomaterials 
• friction and tribiology 
• synthesis of materials 

- metrology and instrumentation 
• optical measurement techniques 
• medical instrumentation (incl. 
clinical applications) 
 

Other Physics (OP) 
− mathematical physics  
− astrophysics 
− computational physics (incl. grid 

computing) 
− atmospheric physics 
− fundamental research 
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