
 

Request for Proposals (RFP) 
Planetary Society STEP Grants 2021  
Summary 
The Planetary Society announces a Request for Proposals (RFP) for its new grants program: The 
Planetary Society Science and Technology Empowered by the Public (STEP) Grants. These 
grants are planetary science and/or technology grants chosen from an open, international, 
competed proposal process. The first round of the STEP Grants competition is in 2021. 
Follow-on rounds are anticipated to occur every 2 years. Proposals must fit within one or more 
of The Planetary Society’s core enterprises (Explore Worlds, Find Life, Defend Earth) and 
should be consistent with The Planetary Society’s Strategic Framework 2019-2023. 

Proposals can request funding for a variety of types of science and/or technology projects. 
Funding can be for a standalone project, or for a needed portion of a larger effort.  All funding 
will come from Planetary Society members and donors.  Grant winners need to provide regular, 
short updates on their projects and be willing to support The Planetary Society’s efforts to share 
the content and excitement of the project with members and the public.  

All proposers should submit preliminary proposals (pre-proposals) by 26 May 2021. Based on 
the pre-proposal submissions, a small number of proposers will be invited to submit full 
proposals from which grant selections will be made. This document and those referenced herein 
provide the background, requirements, and methods for submitting a pre-proposal. Also included 
are draft guidelines for submission of full proposals so proposers can anticipate the next step if 
they are invited to submit a full proposal.  

For this first round of STEP Grants, the nominal expectation is two awards at approximately the 
US$50,000 level each. However, depending on the proposals received and funding available, that 
amount and/or distribution may change. 

Schedule (subject to change) 

Those Principal Investigators (PIs) invited to submit full proposals will be given at least 60 days 
following the invitation to prepare and submit full proposals. The exact due date for full proposal 
submission will be conveyed with the invitation.  

   1 

Timeframe  Action 

1 Feb. 2021 Announced at COSPAR 2021. Released call for pre-proposals 

26 May 2021 Pre-proposals due 

August 2021  PIs contacted with results of the pre-proposal evaluation 

http://planetary.org/
https://www.planetary.org/about/strategic-framework


 

 

Background 
The Planetary Society has inspired millions of people to explore other worlds and seek other life. 
With the mission to empower the world's citizens to advance space science and exploration, its 
international membership makes the non-governmental, non-profit Planetary Society the largest 
space interest group in the world. Carl Sagan, Bruce Murray and Louis Friedman founded The 
Planetary Society in 1980. Bill Nye, a longtime member of The Planetary Society's Board, serves 
as CEO. 

For its entire history, through the crowdfunding support of its members and donors, The 
Planetary Society has supported science and technology projects to provide a way for 
members/donors to play an active role in space exploration while enabling advances in space 
science and/or technology.  

The STEP Grants will regularly compete a significant portion of The Planetary Society’s science 
and technology portfolio. 

Eligibility 
STEP Grants are open to a wide variety of organizations including but not limited to public or 
private universities, other nonprofit/NGO organizations, and for-profit organizations. They are 
also open to individuals. 

This is an open and international competition with the following exceptions: The Planetary 
Society’s employees, staff, members of the Board of Directors, and members of the Advisory 
Council, as well as their immediate family members (i.e., spouses, parents, grandparents, 
children, grandchildren, and siblings) and entities that are majority owned or controlled by such 
persons, are not eligible to submit proposals. Please note: The Planetary Society is a  U.S.-based 
tax-exempt organization and certain activities or persons may be ineligible to participate in this 
program (including, for example, because of U.S. government restrictions on space technology 
export, or sanctions on certain countries or individuals).  

Topics 
Topics that can be submitted to this RFP are quite broad, but must fit within the Core Enterprises 
of The Planetary Society as defined by The Planetary Society’s Strategic Framework 2019-2023: 

● Explore Worlds: Increase discoveries about the worlds of our solar system and beyond. 
Including: support scientific and technological advances in planetary exploration. 

● Find Life: Elevate the search for life as a space exploration priority. Including: develop 
a broad approach to the search for life in our solar system and beyond; and, support 
scientific efforts dedicated to detecting and understanding exoplanets, particularly those 
that could support life. 
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● Defend Earth: Decrease the risk of Earth being hit by an asteroid or comet. Including: 
help observers find, track, and characterize near-Earth asteroids and comets; and, support 
the development of asteroid mitigation technology. 

Note that near Earth object observations proposals that fit the criteria for submitting to The 
Planetary Society Gene Shoemaker Near Earth Object Grants program are not eligible for the 
STEP Grants program. Guidelines for Shoemaker Grants are given here. We anticipate a new 
RFP for that program later in 2021. 

Types of Projects 
Over its more than 40-year history, The Planetary Society has provided funding for a wide 
variety of topics and types of projects or portions of projects. Proposers are encouraged to 
become familiar with, but not limited by, current and past science and technology projects 
funded by The Planetary Society. 

STEP Grants are open to a variety of types of projects. As with past Planetary Society supported 
projects, the STEP Grants could fund all the costs of a well-defined science or technology 
project, or a portion of a larger project, or a portion of a long-term program. A grant could fund 
hardware, labor, or a combination of the two. It could fund upgrades to a hardware system, or 
other necessary expenses, e.g., rental charges for  telescope time. Also welcomed are activities 
that enhance the ability of the public to support planetary science and exploration advances 
including citizen science projects. These are just examples. See the selection criteria in the next 
section to see what types of things will be evaluated, including aspects of projects that will be 
looked upon favorably. 

STEP Grants will be awarded for a defined project as proposed.  Follow-on Planetary Society 
funding may be considered at the discretion of The Planetary Society, but should not be planned 
for, nor expected, by proposers. 

Awardee Obligations 
Grant funding from The Planetary Society differs in some ways from typical planetary science 
and technology funding sources.  Funding comes from Planetary Society members and donors 
actively supporting important science and technology efforts.  For proposers and for The 
Planetary Society, their support provides a greater degree of flexibility in all aspects of funding 
compared to, for example, government space agency grants.  But their support also means that 
when you are awarded a Planetary Society science and technology grant, you are not only 
expected to execute the project as proposed, but also you are expected to assist The Planetary 
Society in our member and public communication and fundraising efforts.  The time 
commitment is not large, but it is important. For the duration of your project, you will be 
required to provide short written updates on progress at least every six months.  You also will 
likely be asked to review written copy we prepare about your project, and to do audio and/or 
video interviews. We hope that if you propose to the STEP Grants, you look forward to sharing 
the excitement of your research with our members and the public if your proposal is funded. 

   3 

https://www.planetary.org/sci-tech/neo-grants
https://www.planetary.org/sci-tech/neo-grants
https://www.planetary.org/articles/2019-call-shoemaker-neo-grants
https://www.planetary.org/sci-tech
https://www.planetary.org/sci-tech


 

Selection criteria 
Pre-proposals and proposals will be judged on what is submitted. Many of the selection criteria 
are the same for pre-proposals and full proposals, but obviously more detail is expected from full 
proposals. Selection criteria will include: 

● Relevance to The Planetary Society. 
● Scientific/Technical Credibility. 
● Value of proposed goals. 
● Likelihood to achieve proposed goals. 
● Budget size relative to the quality of the project. 
● Adequate facilities and equipment to achieve the goals. 
● Team quality and relevant experience. 
● Matching funds and/or facilities and/or other resources (optional, but a plus). 
● Project likely to appeal to Planetary Society members and donors. 
● Willingness and capability to support Planetary Society development and communication 

efforts. 
● Project achieves one, or preferably more, of the following: 

o Acts as seed funding that will take research to the next level, allowing future 
successful competition for other sources of funding. 

o Fills a niche not being filled or fully filled by others. 
o Develops innovative technology that may jump start its broader use. 
o Involves, inspires, and/or excites Planetary Society members and the public. 
o Takes advantage of a timely opportunity. 
o Requires funding that cannot be easily obtained from other sources. 

● Budget and schedule realism (Full proposal). 

Submission Instructions 

Pre-proposal 
All pre-proposals must be submitted at this link (the submission page is also linked from 
planetary.org/stepgrants) by 23:59 UT (16:59 Pacific time) on 26 May 2021.  The submission 
will consist of: 

(1) filling in a series of online informational fields (listed below), and  
(2) uploading a project description PDF document (as detailed below).  

One person should be identified as the Principal Investigator (PI). This person will be the point 
of contact for the pre-proposal. Other key personnel should be identified as Co-Investigators 
(Co-Is).  

Once you have assembled all of the information described below, including the PDF document, 
go to the web site, enter the information, upload the document, then click Submit. A PDF that 
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combines the filled-in information with your project description will be available for download 
and also emailed to the Principal Investigator as confirmation of a successful submission. 

Information to be filled in online is as follows: 
● PI name, organization (put individual if independent), title at that organization, type of 

organization, email, address, phone number. 
● Co-I(s) name, organization (put individual if independent), email, and country. Note: 

Co-Is are not required. If there are Co-Is, a maximum of 3 Co-Is can be input into the 
online form. If you have more, include them in your project description document. 

● If a grant is awarded, to what organization or individual will it be directed? 
● Project Title (80-character limit including spaces). 
● Project very brief summary (500-character limit including spaces). 
● Total budget request in US dollars, including all direct costs that will be required; note 

that indirect costs (overhead) is not allowed as part of a STEP Grant.  
● Cost sharing amount, if any (provide a brief description in your project description PDF). 
● Agreement to the following policies described below in this document: Copyright, Code 

of Conduct, and Anti-Discrimination/Anti-Harassment.  

Project Description Document 

The project description document in PDF format should briefly, in 2 pages of body text, describe 
all or some of the following (you are not required to include all of these components but are 
encouraged to include all that are relevant): 

● A description of the proposed project and its background, goals, significance, and 
expected outcomes/products. 

● Justification of the proposers’ ability, including any necessary equipment/facilities, to 
accomplish the project goals. 

● Generally, how the money will be spent, e.g., hardware, labor, etc. 
● How this funding would fit within overall project funding, e.g., any matching funding, 

funding all or part of a project, seed funding, etc. 
● Relevance to The Planetary Society, including its Core Enterprises. 
● Why this funding source is particularly significant, if it is, e.g., the project or a portion of 

a broader program is not eligible for government funding; provides seed funding for a 
project; etc. 

● Why Planetary Society members might find this particularly interesting or exciting or be 
particularly inclined to support this project. 

● Ways to directly or indirectly involve TPS members and/or the public (in addition to the 
monetary support they provide for these grants). 

● If the project is successful, any follow-on plans. 
In addition, you may optionally include: 1 page of any references referred to in the project 
description body text, 1 page of figures with captions, and 1 page of short bios of key personnel. 
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The following guidelines must be followed in preparing the project description document. Not 
following these guidelines can be cause for rejection without review. 

Full proposal 
Full proposals will only be accepted from those proposers who, based on pre-proposal 
evaluation, are invited to submit a full proposal. 

The following guidelines are subject to change. Those invited to submit full proposals will 
receive the finalized version of these guidelines. 

Full proposals will require the same information as the pre-proposals with the following 
additions and differences: 

● All aspects of the project description body text can be expanded and be more detailed. 
● Figures should be included within the project description with a total page limit of 10 

pages. References are still 1 page additional. 
● Bios/CVs of key personnel are required and can be as long as 2 pages each. 
● A detailed budget will be required including all direct costs; indirect costs (overhead) are 

not allowed (no page limit; this should typically be 1-8 pages, depending on the 
complexity of the project and number of Co-Is). Though the budget requested does not 
have to exactly match that requested in the pre-proposal, it should be within 10%. 

● A project schedule will be required (1 page). 
● Description of relevant facilities and equipment will be required (1 page). 
● Commitment, if the project is funded, to support, at a reasonable level, Planetary Society 

efforts in fundraising and communications to members and the public including short 
(minimum of a few paragraphs) progress reports every 6 months for the duration of the 
project. 
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Item Requirement 

Language English 

Maximum length of project description body text 2 pages 

Maximum length of bibliographic references 1 page 

Maximum length of figures including captions 1 page 

Maximum length of bios 1 page with each bio 100 words or fewer 

Page size US letter (8.5 x 11 inches, 21.6 x 27.9 cm) 

Minimum margins (top, bottom, and sides) 1 inch (2.54 cm) 

Minimum font size 12 point 



 

Changes 
Though we do not anticipate changes, competition rules and schedule are subject to change 
without prior notice.  Changes will be posted on or linked from the competition website 
planetary.org/stepgrants. 

Questions 
Questions can be emailed to stepgrants@planetary.org. If and when questions are received, a 
Frequently Asked Questions page may be created, linked from planetary.org/stepgrants. 

Copyright 
Copyright of the submitted proposals shall remain with the proposers. However, by submitting 
an entry to this competition, all proposers agree that The Planetary Society is granted 
non-exclusive reproduction rights to all content contained within the pre-proposals of those 
proposers that are invited to submit full proposals. This also includes all content within full 
proposals, unless the proposer specifically called out some portion as proprietary.  Even if there 
are proprietary materials, those proposers agree that at least the executive summary of their 
proposal shall not be proprietary and can be made public. All proposers agree that the entire 
pre-proposal or proposal can be shared with judges in the competition and employees and board 
members of The Planetary Society. Proposers also agree that if they are invited to submit a full 
proposal, then they permit The Planetary Society to mention their names and/or affiliations in 
connection with the competition. 

Code of Conduct 
The Planetary Society values the participation of the public and wants to ensure that every 
participant has a fair and fulfilling experience. We ask that all participants conform to and agree 
to the following Code of Conduct: 

Plagiarism. Participants should not use the work of others, unless you cite or obtain permission 
for any information or data that are not your original work.  

Intellectual Property.  It is an express condition of submission and eligibility that each 
participant represents and warrants that their project does not and will not infringe, 
misappropriate, or otherwise violate any intellectual property rights, privacy rights, or any other 
rights of any person or entity.  Participants must disclose the following: (1) if they are subject to 
any obligation to assign intellectual property rights to any other party and (2) if they are licensing 
or, through any other legal instrument, utilizing intellectual property or any of another party. In 
addition, winners of the competition agree to promptly disclose to The Planetary Society any 
potentially patentable inventions related to the submittal that is conceived or reduced to practice, 
in whole or in part. If a patentable invention or commercialized product is developed relating to 
the subject matter of a winning submission, then winners of the competition agree to promptly 
inform The Planetary Society. 
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Use of Funds. Funds issued to the winner of the competition should not be misappropriated, 
embezzled, misdirected, or misused. 

Authority to Investigate. The Planetary Society has the right to investigate any allegations or 
violations relating to the participation in the competition or misuse of winnings. 

Access and Cooperation. Participants will cooperate with the representatives of The Planetary 
Society in audits, reviews, evaluations, or other activities that The Planetary Society may find 
necessary to ensure funds are used in accordance with the terms and conditions of the request for 
proposal. 

Withdrawal of Proposals. Participants have the right to withdraw their proposals at any time 
prior to selection of the winning proposal. The withdrawal of proposals shall be submitted in 
writing.  

Anti-Discrimination/Anti-Harassment 
The Planetary Society will not tolerate discrimination or harassment on the basis of race, color, 
sex, gender, gender identity, gender expression, age, religion, creed, religious dress, citizenship 
status, national origin, marital or veteran/military status, sexual orientation, ancestry, political 
belief or activity, medical condition, registered domestic partnership status, domestic violence 
victim status, genetic characteristics, mental or physical disability or any other category 
protected by U.S. law. The Society also prohibits discrimination based on the perception that 
anyone has any of those characteristics or is associated with a person who has or is perceived as 
having any of those characteristics. This commitment applies to all persons involved in the 
operations of the Society. 

The Planetary Society promotes respect and dignity and does not tolerate sexual or other forms 
of harassment in the workplace. The Society maintains an expectation that its grantees, 
contractors, and subcontractors will interact in a professional manner that contributes to a 
respectful work environment free from sexual or other forms of harassment. 

Equal Opportunity 
The Planetary Society agrees to abide by applicable regulations that prohibit the discrimination 
against individuals based on their status as protected veterans or individuals with disabilities, and 
prohibit discrimination against all individuals based on their race, color, sex, gender, gender 
identity, gender expression, sexual orientation, age, religion, creed, religious dress, national 
origin, ancestry, political belief or activity, medical condition, genetic characteristics, mental or 
physical disability or any other category protected by U.S. law. The Planetary Society welcomes 
all submissions. 
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