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Value proposition for faculty:
•	 Builds success in grantwriting
•	 Supports team science
•	 High funding rates (typically 40-50%)
•	 Drives innovation around strategic initiatives
•	 Reflects a commitment to long-term support of faculty success

Our Investments Drive Innovation at All Career Stages
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UF/IFAS-DRIVEN PROGRAMS

1.	 Archer Early Career Seed Grants (for assistant professors only)

2.	 Undergraduate Research Internships

3.	 Equipment & Infrastructure Awards 

4.	 Travel Awards for Research Grant EnhancemenT (TARGET) 

5.	 DeLuca Preserve/Forest Systems Jumpstart Awards

6.	 Support for Emerging Enterprise Development Integration Teams (SEEDIT)

7.	 Launching Innovative Faculty Teams in AI (LIFT AI)

VPR-Driven Program

8.  Research Opportunity Seed Fund

Non-competitive Funding Competitive Funding

Example Career Path Below
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Abstract: In the United States, “seed fund” programs in biomedical fields have been reported to
enhance faculty success in securing federal awards. Seed funds are relatively small internal grants that
are allocated by universities to their faculty to invigorate research, in anticipation that they will lead to
larger benefits—these benefits could be the creation of stronger teams that lead to larger external grants
and/or more impactful publications. We hypothesized that a seed funding approach for research on
natural resources and agricultural systems, including forest systems, may have similar benefits. Here,
we report that seed funding supported faculty development in numerous ways, including leveraging
to generate external competitive awards. For each dollar of institutional investment in each of the three
seed funding programs, faculty acquired $6, >$50, and $4.50, respectively, in external funding that
was leveraged within three years of the seed fund award date. Notably, the majority of the leveraged
funding was from federal granting agencies through competitive programs. Federal competitive
awards are important elements of tenure and promotion dossiers, as they reflect success in acquiring
grants that are difficult to obtain, thus providing evidence of research excellence. We speculate that
the seed fund proposal review process prepared faculty for competitive awards. Finally, we suggest
best management practices for the implementation of seed funding to support teams of faculty.

Keywords: start-up funds; seed funds; strategic investment; team science

1. Introduction

Universities typically invest in new faculty programs through so-called “start-up funding”
negotiated as part of the employment contract between the faculty member and the university. Start-up
funding has significant benefits for junior faculty by allowing them to recruit their first graduate
students and post-docs, travel to conferences to build their reputations, and equip their labs. However,
start-up funding has some limitations as a career development tool, in that it is not reflected in tenure
and promotion dossiers because it is not considered a funded award. In addition, start-up funding
must typically be spent within a few years, which may be prior to junior faculty receiving actionable
feedback on their federal grant applications.

Faculty success in securing federal awards can be enhanced through “seed fund” programs. Seed
funds are relatively small internal grants that are allocated by universities to their faculty in anticipation
that they will lead to larger benefits. Seed funding programs vary greatly in scope, scale and emphasis
within and among universities. There are reports in the literature that seed funding programs in
biomedical fields can lead to greater success by faculty who prepare and submit grant proposals for
competitive programs at federal granting agencies [1,2]. Some of this success is attributed to the
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Figure 1. Positive correlation between seed funding (x-axis) and leveraged external awards (y-axis) in 
the first program (solid circles) and the third program (open circle). The best fit regression line is 
shown, with the x-intercept representing the break-even point for positive leveraging. 

The second program was strategically geared toward enhancing the research enterprise of the 
newly-created University of Florida Biodiversity Institute. At the end of the evaluation period, faculty 
had secured $52 in external funding for every $1 invested in seed funding, with 100% of the external 
funds awarded by federal agencies. The large value of leveraging was due primarily to one major 
grant (>$7M) focused on a forest tree species that was awarded to an intercollegiate faculty team. 
Most seed fund awardees were not successful in leveraging their seed funds within three years, 
however the one major award created a large amount of leveraging for the overall seed fund program. 
This illustrates that there can be ample justification to continue a seed fund program despite an 
overall low success rate of leveraging within a narrow assessment window. 

The positive leveraging noted in these two programs is on par with self-reported data from a 
survey of early-career applicants to a third seed funding program, in which we asked faculty to 
specifically link results from their seed funds to the acquisition of preliminary data leading to external 
funding. This program was broadly targeted to enhance research in agriculture, natural resources, 
and interrelated human systems. Award size was $50,000 for pre-tenure faculty only. At the end of 
the evaluation period, the faculty respondents reported that they had secured $4.50 in external 
funding for every $1 invested in the seed fund program (Figure 1). It is notable that greater than 90% 
of the external funding was from federal agencies (52% from United States Department of 
Agriculture-National Institute of Food and Agriculture, 24% from National Institutes of Health, and 
15% from National Science Foundation). These are encouraging statistics because it implies that the 
seed fund program enhanced the preparedness of early-career faculty to secure funding from highly 
competitive sources. 

4. Conclusions and Best Practices 

As a complement to start-up funding, “seed fund” programs can be worthwhile investments in 
that they can: (1) Foster development of early drafts of future grant proposals to federal agencies, as 
a requirement detailed in the announcement; (2) Be competitively awarded through a process 
patterned after federal grant panel review processes, with feedback provided to strengthen future 
applications; (3) Create incentives for, and reward, faculty at all career stages, including those at early 
career stages who are in the process of onboarding, or in the tenure and promotion evaluation 
process; (4) Motivate faculty to join nascent inter-, multi-, and/or trans-disciplinary teams of faculty, 
potentially across multiple academic units; and (5) Recruit faculty to submit proposals focused on 
strategic research initiatives of the university. Seed funding is therefore complementary to start-up 

Figure 1. Positive correlation between seed funding (x-axis) and leveraged external awards (y-axis)
in the first program (solid circles) and the third program (open circle). The best fit regression line is
shown, with the x-intercept representing the break-even point for positive leveraging.

The second program was strategically geared toward enhancing the research enterprise of the
newly-created University of Florida Biodiversity Institute. At the end of the evaluation period, faculty
had secured $52 in external funding for every $1 invested in seed funding, with 100% of the external
funds awarded by federal agencies. The large value of leveraging was due primarily to one major
grant (>$7M) focused on a forest tree species that was awarded to an intercollegiate faculty team. Most
seed fund awardees were not successful in leveraging their seed funds within three years, however
the one major award created a large amount of leveraging for the overall seed fund program. This
illustrates that there can be ample justification to continue a seed fund program despite an overall low
success rate of leveraging within a narrow assessment window.

The positive leveraging noted in these two programs is on par with self-reported data from
a survey of early-career applicants to a third seed funding program, in which we asked faculty to
specifically link results from their seed funds to the acquisition of preliminary data leading to external
funding. This program was broadly targeted to enhance research in agriculture, natural resources,
and interrelated human systems. Award size was $50,000 for pre-tenure faculty only. At the end of the
evaluation period, the faculty respondents reported that they had secured $4.50 in external funding for
every $1 invested in the seed fund program (Figure 1). It is notable that greater than 90% of the external
funding was from federal agencies (52% from United States Department of Agriculture-National
Institute of Food and Agriculture, 24% from National Institutes of Health, and 15% from National
Science Foundation). These are encouraging statistics because it implies that the seed fund program
enhanced the preparedness of early-career faculty to secure funding from highly competitive sources.

4. Conclusions and Best Practices

As a complement to start-up funding, “seed fund” programs can be worthwhile investments in
that they can: (1) Foster development of early drafts of future grant proposals to federal agencies, as a
requirement detailed in the announcement; (2) Be competitively awarded through a process patterned
after federal grant panel review processes, with feedback provided to strengthen future applications;
(3) Create incentives for, and reward, faculty at all career stages, including those at early career stages
who are in the process of onboarding, or in the tenure and promotion evaluation process; (4) Motivate
faculty to join nascent inter-, multi-, and/or trans-disciplinary teams of faculty, potentially across
multiple academic units; and (5) Recruit faculty to submit proposals focused on strategic research
initiatives of the university. Seed funding is therefore complementary to start-up funding in that it can




