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Learning Objectives

• Identify common pitfalls experienced in the 
center/department and central office throughout the 
pre-award process

• Present solutions based on the fundamentals of the 
System for Daily Improvement that have been 
implemented at Seattle Children’s Research Institute 
(SCRI) to improve quality, transparency and speed 
within the institute.
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Background

• 1907: Seattle Children’s Hospital is founded. 

• Over the next 100+ years, the hospital fostered close 
partnerships with academic and healthcare focused 
institutions, including the nearby University of Washington 
and Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center.

• 2006: Seattle Children’s Research Institute was started with 
40 employees. 

• Today: SCRI has a workforce of more than 1,900 doing 
research in 175 different areas, with over 1.1 million 
square feet of research space.
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Growth: Proposal Submissions
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We have observed a direct correlation between our rapid 
growth as a research institute and the number proposals 
submitted each year.

74%

5%
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1%
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Federal, non-NIH

Industry

Nonprofit

Other

Funding Source

We have maintained a sponsor mix that 
is heavily reliant on successful federal
proposals. 



Why Strive to Continuously Improve 
the Federal Proposal Process?
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Common Pitfalls

• Managing demand & staff resources for deadline 
driven submissions

• Not meeting PI or stakeholder expectations

• Misalignment with internal partners

• Errors & rework
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System for Daily Improvement
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What is SDI?
SDI provides a framework to visualize 
and manage our work in a way that 
drives us to succeed and improve 
every day. 

SDI in various forms promotes waste 
elimination, clear goals, error 
proofing and visibility. In its basic 
form, SDI allows one to:

Measure, Stabilize and Improve.



Organizational Structure
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SCRI is organized into research centers, each one 
specializing in areas like immunotherapy, neuroscience, 
and child health and behavior.

Each center has a business office that includes: 

• One or more grants and contracts administrators who perform 
pre- and post-award functions for a portfolio of principal 
investigators.

• A manager that provides training and oversight of the grants 
and contracts generalists. Managers also perform the first level 
approval of proposals. 



Organizational Structure

The Office of Sponsored Research (OSR) functions as 
institutional official, providing support for all of the 
research centers. 

• Sponsored Project Officers (SPO) are contracting 
generalists who manage their work using lean 
manufacturing principles and by pulling their work from 
intake queues.
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Proposal Development (Center)  

In an ideal state
• A PI notifies GCA that they 

would like to submit a 
proposal at least two 
months before the due 
date.

• The GCA works with the PI, 
collaborators and other 
partners to develop the 
proposal and obtains 
necessary approvals. 

• A manager reviews the 
proposal, requests edits if 
needed, and provides first 
level sign off.

• GCA submits the error-free 
proposal to OSR within the 
institutional timeframe. 
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The reality is
• PIs often decide to submit 

last minute based on new 
data, a collaborative 
decision or other valid 
reason.

• The GCA must rush to 
gather the necessary 
information from all 
sources which creates risk 
of errors while developing 
the proposal. 

• A manager may have less 
time to review which also 
creates a risk for errors.

• The proposal is submitted 
to OSR with errors and will 
require costly rework.

With so much 
variability and 
potential for issues 
throughout a 
complex process,

How can SDI 
help?

Proposal 
Process
Proposal 
Process Development Review/Submission Improve



Proposal Development (Center)
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Pitfalls SDI tools implemented 

Managing demand and 
staff resources for 
deadline driven 
submissions

STABILIZE: GCAs and managers utilize dashboards that allow the team to visualize 
demand and capacity for teams, individuals and leadership. This information is 
reviewed at a daily center huddle to assess capacity, identify issues, and determine if 
level loading or reprioritization is needed. 

Not meeting PI or 
stakeholder 
expectations

IMPROVE: GCAs implement kaizens that eliminate waste like time and confusion 
while communicating with PIs. Example: creating a Quick Part in MS Outlook that 
combines all of the tried and true questions or requests from previous submissions so 
they can be customized based on need. While this may save a few minutes with each 
submission, over time the savings are substantial and can lead to faster, more 
consistent support for the PI’s. 

Decoding 
SDI Lingo

Huddle: A 5-15 minute staff meeting to review the 
team’s capacity, plan for the day, address issues and 
discuss progress towards our goals. 

Kaizens: Incremental improvements that can be easily 
implemented at any point in a process, by any team 
member that participates in the process.



Decoding 
SDI Lingo

Proposal Development (Center)
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Pitfalls SDI tools implemented 

Rework and errors STABILIZE: Teams create standard work to avoid the most common errors by 
documenting the steps and resources required to perform a task.  

• Non-Compliant Biosketch: Prompts are added to review the RFA for special terms 
but also check for standard items like PMCID’s, number of scientific contributions, 
number of citations, and funding older than three years. 

• Budget errors: Links to other resources are included for current IDC and fringe 
rates, budget templates, etc.

• Missing or incorrect documents: Templates and guidance on when to include 
documents like a SOW or subset of specific aims, a LOI or LOS are specified.

Misalignment with 
internal partners

STABILIZE: Drop-ins on collaborators’ daily huddles are encouraged to increase 
communication and visibility. Teams have visibility into each other’s Heijunkas.

Standard Work: Documents that outline  processes that are performed repeatedly; including the steps, 
necessary resources, frequency and other details. Standard work makes processes visible and ensures high 
quality outcomes.



OSR Proposal Intake

The rapid line is an evolution of various lean principles and daily improvements 
that create:
• Pull Systems: A work queue that focused on time sensitive submissions and 

frees up other SPO’s for other ongoing work
• Discipline to Standards: Consistent review
• Visibility: OSR and stakeholders understand demand and volume
• Continuous Flow: Optimally balanced service line with little waste or errors
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Proposal 
Process
Proposal 
Process Development Review/Submission Improve

OSR assigns intake items to appropriate line 

Rapid Line Production 
Line Hold Line Batter



What is an eHeijunka?

• Heijunka is a Japanese word and lean principle 
that means “leveling.” 

• Our eHeijunka displays OSR’s received work and 
output metrics.

• Viewable by the entire institute, allowing centers 
to plan and manage expectations based on 
Center demand and OSR’s capacity. 
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Heijunka: Huddles & Leveling
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Current SPO 
Capacity

Daily OSR Roles

Rapid Line Queue

Work in Process by SPO

Production Line Queue

Team Measure and 
Improvement Metrics

Completion/
Output 
metrics



Review at the OSR Level
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In an ideal state:
• OSR receives all internal and 

external items on-time. 
• OSR immediately reviews 

proposal and finds no issues 
or need to 
clarify/communicate with 
Center. 

• If changes are necessary , the 
Center ensures all changes 
are quickly made.

• OSR submits a complete, 
issue-free proposal on-time.

The reality is:
• OSR will receive proposals 

after the internal deadline.
• PIs request to “jump the 

line” and receive special 
considerations. 

• Delays due to 
administrative/business 
and/or technical issues

• Items or information may be 
missing.

• Unanticipated legal and 
institutional issues are 
present after initial review.

Proposal 
Process
Proposal 
Process Development Review/Submission Improve

How can SDI 
help?



Review at the OSR Level
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Pitfalls SDI tools implemented 

Errors and Rework STABILIZE: Teams create standard work to avoid the most common errors by 
documenting the steps and resources required to perform a task.  

• OSR utilizes a streamlined proposal form to control information and 
approvals collected and submitted by the centers.

• Standard work for the Batter requires they check each proposal has 
applicable fields populated, such as the FOA #. 

• SPOs use a standardized checklist when reviewing proposals for accuracy, 
consistency, completeness. 

• OSR maintains and updates a dynamic internal budget template that 
ensures consistency, accuracy, and captures a high level of detail to 
determine allowability and scope.

IMPROVE: Through kaizens
• The proposal form and review checklist are updated to reflect any change 

in policy, improve data collection, or to clarify. 
• Both tools are discussed at huddles so the team can continually evaluate 

concerns and implement enhancements.  



Review at the OSR Level 
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Pitfalls SDI tools implemented 

Misalignment with 
internal partners

STABILIZE: SPOs regularly attend center and partner (Legal, Intellectual Property, 
etc.) huddles to discuss escalations, high-risk scenarios and provide feedback.

Managing demand and 
staff resources for 
deadline driven 
submissions

STABILIZE: The daily Batter is a real-time, single resource for centers to connect with 
Subject Matter Experts during proposal development. This allows other SPO’s the
focus and dedicated time to address items in the Rapid and Production Lines. 

MEASURE: OSR sets daily goals (target and stretch) for completions and aims to 
“turnover” inventory by 100% or more. When these goals are not met, tools to 
analyze the root cause can identify what resources or interventions are needed.

Not meeting PI or 
stakeholder 
expectations

STABILIZE: With the support of stakeholders, established internal deadlines are 
upheld so OSR can maintain a quality-focused service level agreement that is 
reasonable and equitable.

Decoding 
SDI Lingo

Root cause analysis: Using tools like a Fishbone Diagrams, Paredo
Charts, the 5 Whys, or Process Mapping can help a team gather data and 
determine the underlying cause for a variety of issues. 



Industry, Contracts, Foundations
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Pitfalls SDI tools implemented 

Cost sharing  STABILIZE: Many foundation awards limit or do not award full indirect 
recovery. SCRI allots a fixed amount of indirect waivers to each center and 
tracks these allowances on a central dashboard. This visual tool replaces a 
manual process with something that each group has access to. 

Variable application guidelines, 
requirements and systems

IMPROVE: GCAs implemented a kaizen to create a shared proposal
checklist that includes the status, pending questions, urgency, person 
responsible, and due dates for every element in the proposal. The list is 
maintained in and shared via email and used for all communication 
regarding the proposal to eliminate crosstalk. 

Specific sponsor terms and 
conditions may require more 
institutional review 

STABILIZE: SPOs regularly attend center and partner (Legal, Intellectual 
Property, etc.) huddles to discuss escalations, high-risk scenarios and 
provide feedback.



Improve

A single improvement can impact a person, team or 
multiple teams. Taking time at the end of each cycle can 
provide long term and far reaching benefits. Consider: 
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Proposal 
Process

Create a kaizen
Did you and/or a 
collaborator find a small way 
to make an improvement to 
any part of the process? 
Document and share kaizens
with your team and others 
who may benefit. 

Document standard work
Was there a task that you 
repeated throughout the process 
that has not been documented 
yet? Work with a partner to 
capture the steps and resources 
so that there is consistency, 
reliability and efficiency in the 
future. 

Development Review/Submission Improve

Set goals 
Would your team benefit from 
setting short or long terms goals 
to measure their success? As a 
group, define a SMART goal: 

S – Specific or Significant
M – Measurable or Meaningful
A – Attainable or Action-Oriented
R – Relevant or Rewarding
T – Time-bound or Trackable



OSR Goal Metrics
Measure & Improve
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Measures Completed Items 
vs. Intake over the past month

Our simple measure 
metric to show Daily 

Turnover

Measures the 
time from intake 
to Full Execution 
or Submission

OSR tracks 
measures and 
make daily 
improvements
=Kaizens!

Kaizen 
implementations 
are displayed



Resources

Google it! 
• Kaizens, huddles, standard work, root cause 

analysis
• Lean manufacturing 
• Toyota Way
• Continuous process improvement
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Questions?
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Andrew Kada
Sponsored Projects Officer, OSR
Andrew.Kada@SeattleChildrens.org

Kristin Cicciarella
Grants and Contracts Supervisor
Kristin.Cicciarella@SeattleChildrens.org

mailto:Andrew.Kada@SeattleChildrens.org
mailto:Kristin.Cicciarella@SeattleChildrens.org


OSR Work in Process (WIP)
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Type of ItemIntake Date and 
Age of Item

Current 
Status

Aging 
Stabilization 
Measures

Project and 
Identifying Info

How to Stabilize

Today’s Application 
in Process!
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