
Best Software Roundup Scoring Rubric Template
A "best X software" list is only as good as its scoring. If readers can't see why tool 1 beat tool 4, it reads like an ad.
This rubric fixes the method before testing: who the list is for, which tools qualify, what each criterion weighs and what evidence each score needs.
It also covers disclosure when you earn affiliate commission or rank your own product, with wording you can paste.
Inside: a fill-in scoring sheet, guides for inclusion rules, weights, score anchors and disclosure, a page layout and a fictional worked example.
Roundup Scoring Sheet (fill-in)
When to use: One sheet per roundup: lock the segment, rules and weights, then log every score with its evidence and every relationship.
Roundup set-up
Fill this before you open a single trial. If the segment or weights change mid-test, rescore every tool.
	Field
	Entry

	Roundup title and keyword
	[Best invoicing software for freelancers]
 / 
[primary keyword]

	Buyer segment
	[who, team size, main job, budget band, region]

	Inclusion rules
	[must-haves a tool needs to be scored at all]

	Exclusion rules
	[what removes a tool, e.g. no trial, no updates in 12 months]

	Longlist / scored / published
	[18]
 / 
[8]
 / 
[6]
 tools

	Criteria and weights
	[criterion 1: 30]
, 
[criterion 2: 25]
 ... total 100

	Score scale
	1 to 5, with anchors from the Score Anchors variant

	Test window and tester
	[dates]
 / 
[name, role, relevant experience]

	Disclosure
	[affiliate links: yes/no]
, 
[own or parent-company product in list: yes/no]
, 
[sponsored placements: yes/no]

	Rescore date
	[date, or trigger such as a pricing change]



Scoring sheet (one row per tool per criterion)
	Tool
	Criterion
	Weight
	Score 1-5
	Test evidence
	Weighted

	[Tool A]
	[Setup speed]
	[25]
	[4]
	[task, result, screenshot link, date]
	[1.00]

	[Tool A]
	[Pricing clarity]
	[20]
	[3]
	[pricing page capture, real checkout total]
	[0.60]

	[Tool B]
	[Setup speed]
	[25]
	[5]
	[task, result, screenshot link, date]
	[1.25]



Weighted = score x weight / 100. Add a tool's weighted cells for its total out of 5. Keep one decimal on the page, two in the sheet.
Relationship log
	Tool
	Affiliate
	Own or parent product
	Sponsored
	Disclosure placed

	[Tool A]
	[yes, paid link]
	[no]
	[no]
	[top of page + next to entry]



Next action
· Owner: [editor] - action: [lock segment, inclusion rules and weights] by [date]
· Tester: [name] - action: [run the same test tasks on every scored tool] by [date]
· Reviewer: [name, not the tester] - action: check every score has evidence and every relationship is disclosed
Completion check
· Buyer segment fits in one sentence and every criterion serves it.
· Inclusion and exclusion rules are written, and the longlist count is recorded.
· Weights total 100 and were set before testing.
· Every score has dated test evidence, or is capped and marked as docs-only.
· Every affiliate, own-product and sponsored relationship is in the log and disclosed on the page.
· Each "best for" label has a reason taken from the scores.
 
Inclusion Rules and Buyer Segment
When to use: Decide who the list is for and which tools qualify before anyone opens a trial.
Start with the buyer, not the tool list
A roundup without a segment ends up ranking tools for nobody. Write the segment first, then the rules that follow from it.
	Segment field
	Entry

	Who buys
	[role, e.g. ops lead at a 10-person agency]

	Main job to be done
	[the one task the software must handle well]

	Budget band
	[free / under a set monthly amount / enterprise quote]

	Constraints
	[region, compliance, language, existing stack]

	Not for
	[segments you are deliberately not serving]



Inclusion rules (pass/fail gates)
· Covers the main job natively: [feature or workflow].
· Tester can get access: free plan, trial or demo account, [yes/no].
· Product is maintained: release notes or changelog activity in the last [12 months].
· Fits a hard constraint: [e.g. EU data hosting, a named integration].
Exclusion rules
· No hands-on access and no public documentation to score from.
· Fails a gate above.
· [your rule]
Rules that keep it fair
· Affiliate status is never a gate. Tools with no programme go through the same rules.
· Log every tool you considered and why it was cut. Readers and editors ask.
· A gate is pass/fail. Anything you want to grade belongs in the weighted criteria.
Build the longlist from the pages already ranking. The SERP Analyzer shows which roundups rank for your keyword, and Competitor Analysis helps you compare those sites.
 
Criteria Weights
When to use: Pick 4 to 7 criteria for the segment, weight them to 100 and freeze them before testing.
How to set weights
1. List 4 to 7 criteria that change the decision for your segment.
2. Give each a weight so the total is 100.
3. Ask: would a buyer in this segment trade this criterion for the next one? Reorder until the answer holds.
4. Freeze the weights before testing and write the date on the sheet.
Weight sheet
	Criterion
	Why it matters to this segment
	Weight
	How it is tested

	[Core workflow]
	[the main job]
	[30]
	[same 3 tasks in every tool]

	[Setup and learning]
	[small team, no admin]
	[20]
	[fresh account to first result]

	[Integrations]
	[named stack]
	[20]
	[connect and sync a test record]

	[Pricing clarity]
	[budget band]
	[20]
	[list price vs real cost for the segment]

	[Support]
	[no in-house IT]
	[10]
	[one test ticket, response logged]



Same category, different segment, different weights
	Criterion
	Solo freelancer
	50-person team

	Setup and learning
	30
	10

	Permissions and admin
	5
	25

	Pricing clarity
	25
	15

	Core workflow
	30
	30

	Support
	10
	20



These numbers are illustrations, not a benchmark. Set yours from what your segment tells you in calls, reviews and search queries.
Weighting mistakes
· Equal weights for everything. It hides the trade-off the reader came for.
· A must-have scored as a criterion. Make it a gate instead.
· Changing weights after you see which tool wins.
 
Score Anchors and Test Evidence
When to use: Define what a 1 to 5 means and the proof each score needs, so two testers would score alike.
Score anchors (1 to 5)
	Score
	Meaning
	Evidence you need

	5
	Best tested option for this segment on this criterion
	Hands-on task result plus a comparison against the other tools

	4
	Handles the job well, small gaps
	Hands-on task result, gap named

	3
	Works with a workaround or extra cost
	Hands-on result showing the workaround

	2
	Partial, the segment will feel it
	Hands-on result or documentation showing the limit

	1
	Missing or broken for this job
	Documentation or failed test, dated



Evidence log per score
	Tool / criterion
	Task run
	Result
	Proof
	Source type

	[Tool A / Setup]
	[new account to first sent invoice]
	[12 min, 9 screens]
	[screen recording link]
	[hands-on]

	[Tool A / Support]
	[test ticket on a weekday]
	[reply time, useful yes/no]
	[ticket screenshot]
	[hands-on]

	[Tool C / Integrations]
	[no trial access]
	[docs list the connector]
	[docs URL, date read]
	[docs-only]



Evidence rules
· Same tasks, same data, same tester notes for every tool.
· Docs-only scores are capped at 3 and labelled on the page.
· A vendor claim alone never earns a score. Note it and test it.
· Keep screenshots or recordings. Google asks reviewers to show evidence of their own experience.
· Date every row. Prices and plans change, so the evidence goes stale.
Need to keep the evidence straight across competitors before scoring? The competitor comparison evidence matrix collects claims and proof per vendor.
 
Disclosure: Affiliate and Own Product
When to use: Disclose affiliate links, own or parent-company products and paid placements where readers will see them.
Relationships to disclose
· Affiliate links: you earn when a reader buys through your link.
· Own or parent-company product: you, your employer or your parent company sells one of the ranked tools.
· Sponsored or paid placement: a vendor paid for a slot, a badge or a review.
· Free accounts or gifts: extended trials, credits or other perks given for the review.
· Personal ties: friendship, family or employment links to a vendor.
Where the disclosure goes
· Near the recommendation and before the first affiliate link, not only in the footer or on a separate page.
· Again next to each entry that has a relationship, especially an own product.
· In plain words. The FTC says readers may not understand that "affiliate link" means the writer gets paid.
Paste-ready wording
· Affiliate: "We earn a commission if you buy through some links on this page. It does not change our scores. [link to methodology]"
· Own product: "[Tool] is made by [company], which owns this site. We scored it with the same rubric and tests as every other tool."
· Sponsored: "[Tool] paid for this placement." If a payment changed the order, say so, or don't take it.
· Next to a link: "Paid link".
Own product in a "best" list
· Do not call the page "independent" or "unbiased" if you rank your own product.
· The FTC review rule bans misrepresenting a company-controlled review site as independent. A disclosure cannot cure an express claim of independence.
· Score it with the same evidence bar. If it loses on a criterion, show that.
Link attributes
Google asks for paid links to be qualified. rel="sponsored" is preferred for ads and paid placements, and nofollow is still accepted.
This is practical guidance, not legal advice. Check rules for your country and ask counsel for anything unusual.
 
Turning Scores Into the Roundup
When to use: Rank, tie-break and write each entry so every "best for" label is backed by a score.
From scores to ranks
1. Sort by weighted total.
2. Tie-break rule, written in advance: [higher score on the top-weighted criterion wins].
3. Give "best for" labels from the scores, e.g. the top score on setup becomes "best for getting started fast".
4. Say why each pick is best for that use, with the evidence behind it.
Entry block (repeat per tool)
	Part
	Entry

	Label and score
	[Best for X]
 - 
[4.1]
 / 5

	Who it suits
	[segment slice]

	What we tested
	[tasks and result, one or two lines]

	Proof
	[screenshot or short clip from your test]

	Drawbacks
	[from the lowest-scoring criteria]

	Price checked
	[plan, what it includes, date checked]

	Relationship
	[none / affiliate / own product / sponsored]



Page checklist
· Methodology box: segment, inclusion rules, weights, test window, tester.
· A comparison table with the weighted totals and criterion scores.
· Each entry stands on its own. Google wants ranked lists with enough useful content to stand alone.
· Links to sellers or useful resources a reader needs to decide.
· Last-tested date and a changelog when scores move.
Draft the page title with the Comparison Article Title Generator, then check coverage against ranking pages in the Content Optimizer.
Writing a two-tool page instead? Use the comparison vs article template.
 
Worked Example (fictional invoicing roundup)
When to use: A completed rubric for an invented publisher's invoicing software roundup that includes its own product.
Worked example (fictional): Fernpost Journal, best invoicing software for freelance designers
Fictional example. Fernpost Journal, its parent company, the tools, people and scores are invented to show a filled-in rubric.
	Field
	Entry

	Buyer segment
	Solo freelance designers in the EU, 2 to 8 clients, billing in more than one currency

	Inclusion rules
	Recurring invoices, multi-currency, VAT fields, free trial or plan, changelog activity in the last 12 months

	Longlist / scored / published
	11 / 4 / 4. Cut: 5 had no VAT fields, 2 had no trial or docs

	Weights
	Setup speed 25, Multi-currency and VAT 25, Payments 20, Pricing clarity 20, Support 10

	Test window and tester
	2 to 16 Sep, Ilse Marr, freelance designer who has billed clients in three currencies

	Relationships
	Affiliate: Sablewick, Tallybird. Own product: Penwise is made by Fernpost's parent company. Sponsored: none



Results
	Tool
	Scores (setup, VAT, pay, price, support)
	Total
	Relationship
	Label

	Sablewick
	4, 5, 4, 3, 4
	4.05
	Affiliate
	Best overall for multi-currency

	Fennquill
	5, 3, 4, 4, 3
	3.90
	None
	Best for getting started fast

	Penwise
	4, 3, 3, 5, 4
	3.75
	Own product
	Best for simple pricing

	Tallybird
	3, 4, 5, 3, 2
	3.55
	Affiliate
	Best for card and bank payments



Sablewick check: (4x25 + 5x25 + 4x20 + 3x20 + 4x10) / 100 = 4.05.
Evidence behind Sablewick's scores
	Criterion
	Score
	Evidence
	Source type

	Setup speed
	4
	New account to first EUR invoice in 14 min, logo upload failed once
	Hands-on, recording

	Multi-currency and VAT
	5
	EUR, GBP and USD on one client, reverse-charge note added automatically
	Hands-on, screenshots

	Payments
	4
	Card payment cleared in test mode, no direct debit
	Hands-on

	Pricing clarity
	3
	Multi-currency sits on the second plan, only visible at checkout
	Pricing page capture, 9 Sep

	Support
	4
	Test ticket answered same business day, fix was correct
	Ticket screenshot



What the page said
· Top box: "We earn a commission from some links, and Penwise is made by our parent company. Scores use the same tests for every tool."
· Penwise entry: ownership repeated next to the score. The page never calls itself independent.
· Affiliate buttons labelled "Paid link" with rel="sponsored".
Why this worked
· The own product ranked third, and the rubric shows why.
· Fennquill has no affiliate programme and still placed second.
· Every label points back to one score.
Free template from seotools.pro · https://seotools.pro/templates/best-software-roundup-scoring-rubric-template
