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Development and Implementation of an Online Proposal Solicitation Process 
and Submission Interface for Program Development Funds 

 
I: Introduction: What is the Sea Grant College Program? 
 
The Sea Grant College Program is a Federal-University partnership that interweaves 
science and communities to develop, implement, and adapt solutions for issues 
relating to the environment and other factors. The program was established by 
congressional law in 1966 and is tasked to create and maintain healthy coastal 
environments and economies as well as the social impacts to these coastal 
populations. Strategically directed by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) under direction of the United Stated Department of 
Commerce, the Sea Grant 
network is comprised of thirty-
four federal-university 
partnerships located in every 
coastal and Great Lakes state, 
Puerto Rico, and Guam.  

 
The South Carolina chapter of 
the Sea Grant College Program 
was established in 1978 as an 
independent state agency via 
South Carolina’s Code of Laws. 
Unlike most other Sea Grant programs, the South Carolina Sea Grant chapter has 
embraced a consortium structure (along with New Jersey and Mississippi-Alabama 
Sea Grants also implementing a consortium set-up) and is the only state agency 
(most other Sea Grant programs are housed within a single higher-education 
institution). The Consortium member institutions (9 in total) are Clemson 
University, Coastal Carolina University, College of Charleston, Francis Marion 
University, Medical University of South Carolina, South Carolina Department of 
Natural Resources, South Carolina State University, The Citadel, and University of 
South Carolina. 
 
The South Carolina Sea Grant Consortium’s purpose is to generate and provide 
science-based information on issues and opportunities to improve the social and 
economic well-being of coastal residents while ensuring the optimal use and 
conservation of marine and coastal natural resources. With over twenty-eight 
hundred miles of tidal shoreline, more than half-a-million salt marsh habitats, and 
forty barrier islands, South Carolina’s coastal environments and economies serve as 
the resource foundations for our state’s growing (expected to increase over two 
million people by 2025) and diversifying populations. Thus, the Consortium must 

Sea Grant is a national network of 34 university-based programs and the 
National Sea Grant Library 
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ensure its research, education, extension, communication, and workforce 
development programs and opportunities maximize resources to achieve solutions 
to challenges faced as well as adapt to our ever-changing environment and climate. 
 
 
II: Consortium Program Development Funds (Seed Projects) 
 
As a state-appropriated agency and federally-
funded program, South Carolina Sea Grant utilizes 
a wide variety of monetary resources to achieve 
its goals and objectives. While most of the 
Consortium-funded projects and programs are 
supported through the Consortium biennial 
proposal process (based on our strategic plan); 
there are instances when potential and/or 
immediate issues cannot be anticipated in 
advance. In such circumstances, the Consortium 
allocates an annual budget (ranging from $25,000 
to $50,000 every year) for needs that can be 
achieved with short-term, minimal financial 
Program Development (“Seed”) Grants. 
 
Consortium Program Development Grants are 
supported with federal Sea Grant funds and 
provided only to those projects that are consistent 
with the goals and objectives of the Consortium’s 
current strategic plan. There are three kinds of 
Program Development Grants available: (1) 
Technical, which can take the form of modest, 
short-term exploratory/pilot research efforts, 
support for undergraduate or graduate student 
research, or permanent equipment purchases 
(which require a 50:50 match from the receiving 
institution), (2) Outreach/Education, which can 
take the form of short-term extension/outreach 
projects with immediate application, and (3) 
Professional Development, which may take the 
form of conference and workshop sponsorship or 
capacity building that will benefit the Consortium. 
 
Most Seed Projects range from $250 up to $10,000 and provide a period-of-
performance of up to twelve months. While these conditions might not appear to 
provide adequate resources for impactful results, previously funded projects tell a 

Example of a proposal requesting 
professional develop support for an annual 
conference 
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different story. Over the past four years, Consortium Program Development funds 
have enabled member institutions to establish an oyster-larvae laboratory, initiate 
microplastics research on tire-particles (which developed into a full-scale biennial 
research project), and support various other research efforts. In addition to those 
research-oriented grants, seed funds provide annual assistance for more than two-
hundred students at science-based learning opportunities as well as sponsor 
between four and eight conferences and workshops each year. 
 
 
III. The Current Process: Where are the gaps? 
 

Despite the successful impacts of these Seed 
Projects, the Consortium’s current procedures for 
accepting, reviewing, and awarding these grants 
as well as the marketing and advertising (or lack 
thereof) regarding the availability of these funds 
needs to be revamped. Currently, the Consortium 
utilizes an archaic method for the submission and 
review of potential seed project awards. 
Prospective principal investigators (research-
oriented proposals) and program directors 
(conference and other event support requests) 
solicit program development funds via a simplistic 
email to the agency’s Research and Fellowships 
Manager. Upon receipt, proposals are forwarded to 
the Consortium’s Executive Team (of six) for 
review at an upcoming scheduled meeting; and for 
research-oriented proposals, then sent out via 
email for selected reviewers to provide additional 
feedback.  
 
Despite the effectiveness of the Consortium’s 
Research and Fellowships Manager tasked with 
tracking these moving pieces, the overall process 
is inherently inefficient due to time lags throughout 
the approval stages. While the internal Executive 
Team usually reviews and executes its part of the 
proposal decision process within two weeks of 
receipt, decisions on research-oriented projects 
can sometimes last up to six months pending 
factors such as reviewer availability, 
communication lag time, and other manual 
processes handled on an as-needed basis. 

Examples of outdated, hard-copy forms 
currently utilized in the seed project proposal 
submission process 
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Additionally, since everything is technically managed from a backend (manual) 
vantage point, the Consortium has continually struggled to disseminate the 
awareness of these funding opportunities thus leading to a lack of projects to fund.  
 
The entire process is inefficient and appears to be omitted from the current 
progress of the e-SeaGrant transition (see section IV); and this does not even 
account for proposals submitted without proper documentation or incorrect formats. 
Since the Consortium does not currently provide an electronic (online) interface for 
this process, there are few adjustments that can be implemented into the current 
procedures to resolve these difficulties, nor provide an opportunity to enhance the 
advertisement of the availability for these funds.  
 
Thus, developing and implementing an electronic (online) interface to provide 
uniformity similar to the current e-SeaGrant transition process will enhance our 
program development portfolio from not only a quality and quantity, but also an 
internal efficiency, standpoint as well. The potential in-house cost and time-
resource savings from a system that verifies all required forms are provided upfront 
as well as the potential for research-oriented reviewers to securely access an online 
platform and submit comments directly will increase efficiencies within the process 
exponentially. In addition, transitioning these processes to an online format should 
provide more visibility for prospective proposal submissions via website traffic and 
even through sharing resources via social media platforms (as the Consortium 
continues to improve upon those strategies as well).  
 
 
IV: e-SeaGrant, the Catalyst 
 
As technology advances, the approaches to business operations must continually 
adjust to an ever-changing environment. Over the past decade, operational 
processes have seen more of their procedure adjust to online, cloud-based 
solutions. 
According to 
IBM Cloud 
Education, 
three factors 
drive this 
transition: 
(1) flexibility, 
(2) efficiency, 
and (3) 
strategic 
value. 
Flexibility Screenshot of the Consortium’s e-SeaGrant interface currently under development 

4



provides users the ability to scale services to fit their needs, customize applications 
and access cloud services from anywhere with an internet connection. Efficiency 
allows users to get applications to market quickly, without worrying about 
underlying infrastructure costs or maintenance. While cloud services give 
enterprises a competitive advantage by providing the most innovative technology 
available providing strategic value.1 
 
e-SeaGrant is a cloud-based, fully automated web-and-database system that 
provides cradle-to-archive management of proposals, projects, project reporting, 
and information distribution. The website is designed to handle the Request for 
Proposal (RFP) process and all subsequent reporting (including metrics) for 
researchers. The software system follows the mandates as detailed by the National 
Sea Grant Office (NSGO) of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA) and establishes a uniform interactive, web-based, document management 
system with proposal, review and report submission capability as per the approved 
functional requirement specifications (FRS) as specified by the Sea Grant Technical 
Committee and approved by the Sea Grant Approval Committee. 
 
Despite the initial success of e-SeaGrant in various programs around the network, 
implementing an interface for program development proposals has been challenging 
as every program seems to manage their program development funds differently. 
However, there are pieces of the cloud-based reporting system such as the 
proposal and reporting forms and reviewer database and log-in access accounts 
that will provide the building blocks for the transition to an online seed proposal 
submission and reporting system. 
 
 
V. A Look at Other Sea Grant College Programs (Research) 
 
Investigating how other Sea Grant programs accept and advertise their program 
development funds yielded a surprising result; a transition to an online proposal 
structure similar to e-SeaGrant would be a precedent within the network. After 
further review, it appears that other network programs all utilize a similar process 
to the current Consortium procedures, and approximately half of the entire network 
does not advertise these seed project opportunities on their websites. Sadly, the 
few inquiries sent to other programs about how well their current method reaches 
applicants outside of their own institutional universities/entities did not provide any 
additional context. 
 
As a tangential avenue to investigating if program development opportunities are 
detailed on other Sea Grant websites, a quick search through as many social media 
accounts associated with network programs yielded zero results. It would appear, 
not a single program actively markets the availability of these funds, nor the 
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opportunities available to these resources. An unconfirmed assumption is that most 
of the programs (which are housed within higher-education colleges and 
universities) utilize these funds mainly for start-up or initiative-driven 
projects/programs led by their own staff and researchers (though, we are still 

awaiting confirmation on some of these thoughts as I’m still wondering how exactly 
other Sea Grant programs utilize these funds for the most part). 
Despite the disappointing results from studying other Sea Grant programs, creating 
an online proposal submission process via the Consortium’s website should 
encounter few challenges; though, implementing that interface into e-SeaGrant will 
likely present obstacles. Additionally, it would still be useful to obtain more 
feedback from other Sea Grant programs as to how their program development 
funds are actually disbursed (technical research-oriented projects versus education 
and outreach programs compared to conference/workshop sponsor support). 
 
Post-implementation, data and user input will be collected once the online system is 
up-and-running to validate its functionality and verify usability is acceptable to 
prospective applicants. Upon receipt of this feedback, adjustments and updates will 
be implemented as well as user critiques and suggestions considered to ensure the 
system provides as much user-friendliness as possible. Finally, after the system has 
been utilized over a period of time, surveys (or similar research collection methods) 

Out of 34 network programs, only 18 Sea Grants even advertise these seed project opportunities on their website; while 
only 5 have implemented in the process into the e-SeaGrant process2-33 
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will be distributed to ensure our projected marketing aspect of the system is 
reaching proper prospective applicants. 
 
 
VI. The End Goal: How does it look and why does it matter? 
 
After reviewing all of the Sea Grant programs, as well as an internal review of the 
agency’s structures and processes for the Consortium’s development funds, it’s 
clear there are significant gaps, yet few resources from which to model. The 
processes involved are too one-dimensional and time lapses between required steps 
are disjointed and segmented. In addition, the visibility for prospective seed project 
ideas is too narrow and outdated with today’s communication strategies. These 
shortcomings not only cost the Consortium valuable resources, but also limit the 
audiences that could provide value towards achieving the agency’s overall mission. 
 
Upon first initiating this study, the end goal was to develop and implement an 
online structure for potential seed development project requests and broaden our 
marketability for these opportunities. The review of the internal processes detailed 
too much time between approval steps, especially when reviewing technical and 
outreach/educations proposals. The most glaring detriments stem from a lack of 
available outside review resources, as well as the procedures on how those 
reviewers provide feedback. With the transition to an online proposal submission 

and review process utilizing 
those resources created from 
our e-SeaGrant system, the 
overall structure will become 
more streamlined. 
  
Once developed, the online 
system will provide step-by-
step instructions on how to 
submit a seed project 
proposal in the correct 
format while ensuring all 
required forms are 
completed accurately. This 
alone will eliminate the 
upfront waste (time 
communicating) currently 
absorbed by the 
Consortium’s Research and 
Fellowships Manager. Upon 

Required steps within Consortium’s internal 
process for seed project proposals and 
corresponding advertising platforms  
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initiating a proposal via the new structure, prospective projects will enter a type of 
‘if-then’ data capture screen sequence. 
 
Prospective technical, outreach, and educational projects will be required to 
complete project summary (in the appropriate NSGO 90-2 format), financial 
(utilizing the correct NSGO 90-4 template), and institutional authorization (if 
necessary) forms. Additionally, the system will provide guidance on how to 
complete and upload additional documentation required, such as a project narrative 
(scope-of-work), budget narrative (explaining the actual costs of the project), and 
other requirements based on previously selections (e.g. National Environmental 
Policy Act forms, data-sharing policies, etc.). In turn, the new processes should 
simplify potential professional development seed projects by ensuring an 
appropriate support letter and corresponding sponsorship request form are 
provided upfront. While this will not have as large of an impact on those particular 
proposal requests, it will enhance the efficiency with which the Consortium can 
review and determine if those events support the agency’s strategic plan. 
Ultimately, incorporating this new online structure will integrate all future 
Consortium-competed funding into an electronic (online) submission and streamline 
the front-end proposal solicitation stage, while also providing the potential for 
enhancing the reporting requirements and increasing the efficiency of tracking 
metrics for these projects as well (if indeed the process can be integrated into the 
Consortium’s e-SeaGrant interface). 
 
Despite the expectations of a much more integrated and efficient proposal 
interface, the ability to enhance the visibility of these funds for outside perspective 
projects will be an invaluable improvement. The Consortium thrives on its 
partnerships and collaborative efforts, thus improvements on communicating the 
availability to fund start-up research and other technical projects, enhance future 
and ongoing education and outreach efforts, and sponsorship of professional 
develop for staff, students, and other partners at associated events will greatly 
develop those outside connections and provide resources never associated with 
South Carolina Sea Grant. By utilizing an online platform advertised through new 
social media platforms, e-newsletters, and other forms of electronic publications in 
addition to our current website and email contact lists, the Consortium expects 
greater diversity and quantity of program development proposals received as well 
as improved quality of selected projects through enhanced selection process with 
the additional proposals to select from. 
 
 
VII. Six Sigma: Define, Measure, Analyze, Improve, Control (DMAIC)  
 
The foundation for lean six sigma methodology is the DMAIC process: define, 
measure, analyze, improve, control.34 By utilizing this performance and 
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management process, the Consortium will ensure the newly implemented online 
system provides maximum efficiency while adapting procedures to an ever-
changing environment. The current system processes were measured to determine 
where inefficiencies reside as well as how those detriments affect the overall 
performance of the Consortium’s program development proposal processes (see 
section III). From that internal review, the procedural shortcomings were defined 
and new strategies developed to address gaps in the current processes (see section 
VI). 
 
As referenced in section V, data was collected from other Sea Grant programs 
within the network to determine if an outside model was available to resolve the 
current problems. As part of this research, the lack of visibility for these seed 
project opportunities appears to present itself throughout the entire network. These 
studies provided the Consortium an opportunity to evaluate our process through 
two key performance indicators (KPI) which are types of performance 
measurements that evaluate the success of an organization or of a particular 
activity in which it engages.34 The first KPI will measure the estimated reduction in 
costs (time) associated with each step in our current process and how those 
improved strategies create better efficiencies in the overall system. The second 
indicator measuring the number of proposals received and their origin (new versus 
previously awarded partners) 
 
With the newly developed structure still in 
development, analysis on how the system will impact 
the Consortium from a global perspective has yet to be 
determined. As the new strategies are implemented, 
additional data will become available and studied to 
ensure current inefficiencies are resolved and 
proposal opportunities are increased in both quantity 
and diversity. Once the new strategies are 
implemented, the Consortium will reevaluate the 
adjusted processes and determine the customizations 
that yielded measured improvements as well as those that 
still need enhancements. 
 
Despite the delayed implementation, the Consortium has already measured a slight 
increase in proposals since creating a dedicated section for these seed project 
opportunities on our current website (https://www.scseagrant.org/program-
development-grants/). While there is not enough data to date to evaluate the 
effectiveness of this initial enhancement, the information and ability to share this 
direct online link has yielded in the receipt of two proposals from new perspective 
partners. 
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VIII. Conclusion: Can a square peg fit a round hole? 
 
After starting with an initial goal of developing and implementing an electronic 
(online) proposal solicitation system and submission interface for future seed 
projects, it was determined to accomplish this task in various stages after the 
research presented numerous shortcomings and challenges. Since there were no 
exact models to replicate, nor assistance from inquires sent those Sea Grant 
programs currently utilizing e-SeaGrant for their seed proposal acceptance process, 
the Consortium elected to focus on enhancing one aspect before transitioning to the 
next. 
 
Our first objective has adjusted to broadening the reach of our advertisement for 
these program development opportunities. While the greater internal impact, 
especially regarding potential cost (time) savings, will be achieved once a structure 
has been constructed to integrate into the Consortium’s e-SeaGrant database, the 
opportunity to enhance and diversify these seed project efforts is more readily 
obtainable and measured by the corresponding key performance indicators. 
Beginning with the creation of an internal page dedicated solely to these 
opportunities has already yielded minor results, and also provides a shareable 
resource for social media (and other electronic platforms) as well as a reference 
whenever these projects are highlighted in a public forum. While the final impacts 
of how well these strategies will assist in the enhancement of our program 
development opportunities is yet to be determined, expectations are very promising 
given the immediate (albeit small) recent trend and increased prospects to disperse 
the availability of these funds throughout all varieties of media. 
 

In spite of the anticipated success for this objective, 
there is concern regarding the effectiveness of 
integrating this online proposal system into the e-
SeaGrant structure. Thus, this process has been broken 
into two separate stages that will achieve an 
independent front-end proposal application interface 
(from the proposal acceptance through the award or 
denial communication) and a corresponding uplink or 

other method that will allow the front-end to communicate and update directly with 
the Consortium’s e-SeaGrant system (and establish a full-cycle proposal through 
reporting structure). Through the initial development of the aforementioned 
program development webpage, the Consortium is confident in its ability to develop 
an easy online format that will be user-friendly and eliminate a great amount of 
waste (time) between steps in the current process (internal reviews of this process 
will ensure that implemented strategies have indeed created positive impacts on 
measured key performance indicators). Additionally, this system will provide access 
to reviewers based on selections within the proposal forms and allow those 
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reviewers to comment directly into the system to allow for everything to remain in 
a centralized location. Additionally, the Consortium will integrate suggestion and 
comment sections through the process and hopefully obtain useful feedback on the 
system’s functionality (and what improvements could be offered). 
 
Even if this stage one process can be integrated into the Consortium’s e-SeaGrant 
reporting system, including whether the effort and associated costs (time) are 
worth the effort, remain to be seen. As explained within the study of other network 
Sea Grants, very few programs offer any of the strategies proposed within this 
document and even fewer integrate any of the program development projects into 
their e-SeaGrant databases. Moving forward with continued development of these 
processes and structures and implementing those models into everyday business 
along with verifying the measurable impacts will eventually provide the Consortium 
with the information needed to make the final decision on if the proposal interface 
and e-SeaGrant should be interlinked. 
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