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1.  BACKGROUND 
Grants.gov recently released the Apply Pilot to grant applicants and grant making agencies for their use and review.  The Grants.gov Program Team wants to assess their reactions to the pilot with the purpose of refining the functionality before rollout on October 31, 2003.  

Rockbridge Associates, Inc. was retained to conduct an online survey of the Apply Pilot to measure users’ satisfaction with the various pilot activities, and a qualitative research effort to delve deeper into the issues surrounding grant applicants’ and grant making agencies’ satisfaction with the pilot.  This report includes the findings from the qualitative effort.  

Two focus groups were conducted on August 19, 2003.  One group consisted of representatives from nine grant making agencies (i.e., “grantors”), while the second group included twelve grant applicants (i.e., “grantees”).  Each group was an hour and a half in length and was conducted by telephone.  The discussion covered the following topics:

· Initial impressions of the Grants.gov concept

· Overall evaluation of the Apply Pilot

· Evaluation of the application process (grantees only)

· Evaluation of the grantor functionality (grantors only)

· Evaluation of customer support features

· Usage intent.

Focus groups are a qualitative methodology best used to test hypotheses, generate ideas, and identify directional findings. This research does not purport to measure the prevalence of opinions in the broader population.

2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Two focus groups were conducted on August 19, 2003 with users of the Grants.gov Apply Pilot to assess their reactions to the functionality and elicit feedback to improve the site in preparation for the October 31 rollout.  One group consisted of grant applicants (i.e., “grantees”) and the other group included representatives from grant making agencies (i.e., “grantors”).  The following are the key findings from the groups.

Initial Impressions of Grants.gov (Section 4.1)

· Grantees and grantors are excited about the prospect of having a single unified storefront to find and apply for federal grants.  They believe it will make the granting process easier for grantees by saving them time and money.

Overall Opinions of the Apply Pilot (Section 4.2)

· Grantees and grantors feel the site has a clean appearance, and the navigation is logical to them.  However, many grantees believe that the site’s simple appearance is deceptive of its complexity when trying to apply for grants (although this may be due to the site not functioning properly during the pilot)

· Some grantees believe the site opens up new grant opportunities for them since all agencies will be included; however, other grantees are concerned that the site tries to cover too much.  Grantors would like to see applications for continuation of grants and individuals applying for grants addressed by the site. 

Evaluation of the Application Process (Section 4.3)

· Grantees are concerned about the number of activities they have to perform before applying for a grant.  They feel that having to register with the CCR (which can take up to five days), getting a DUNS number, downloading the Pure Edge viewer (which some have to get permission to do), and registering with a credential provider is a lot to ask of them.  They also feel it is not clear that all of these steps must be completed up-front before applying.

· Grantees experienced a smooth process when downloading the grant application, but many were not happy to find that the application downloaded to their desktop.  They want to be able to share the application with others working on the process with them, and it is not clear to them how to do that given the application’s current form.

· Completing the Pure Edge forms also was not quite what grantees expected.  They would like the forms to be pre-populated with their CCR information and be able to re-use them for other grant applications.

· The submission process was problematic for grantees.  Most experienced internal server errors that caused them to call customer support to get a workaround solution.  Many also had trouble finding their completed applications on their desktop, and then getting them back online to submit.  Grantees also found that some of their attachments never made it to the agency to which they attempted to submit an application.

Evaluation of the Grantor Functionality (Section 4.4)

· Creating an agency profile and setting up their users and roles was confusing and time consuming for grantors.  They spent a great deal of time considering how to go about structuring their agency interaction with Grants.gov, and then defining users and their roles.

Grantors find the package templates a useful concept because it saves them time in re-creating the same package for multiple grant opportunities.  However, they had several problems in creating the package templates.  

· The retrieval process was problematic for grantors.  Most received java script errors when they tried to retrieve, so they either never received the applications or called support to get a workaround for it.  Some grantors were confused by the two-step download process that included “download applications” and then “complete download”.  Grantors would like to be able to download applications more than once on the system and see the system-to-system interface for the retrieval process.

· In assigning agency tracking numbers, grantors want to be able to use their own internal numbering system and edit the numbers if needed.  They would also like the system to not allow them to assign the same number more than once.  Beyond assigning tracking numbers, grantors would like the system to only accept one application from an applicant and enforce grant deadlines.

Evaluation of Customer Support Features (Section 4.5)

· Grantees and grantors agree that the site should be intuitive enough so as not to cause them to rely on help features to address questions they have.  Unfortunately, due to Grants.gov not working properly during the pilot, many attempted to use the full range of available customer support features to be able to complete the pilot.  Grantees and grantors feel that all types of help should be included on the site just in case they need them, which they feel the site does.  However, they see some challenges with the current help features, which they felt were not able to provide all the assistance they were seeking (again, likely due to the issues with site functionality):

· The user guide and online tutorial are perceived as redundant.  They would like the tutorial to be more of an interactive demo.

· While perceived as a useful concept, many users did not avail themselves of the context-sensitive help feature, in many cases because they did not understand that’s what the question mark link provided.

· The frequent questions section needs to focus more on troubleshooting problems.

· The quick reference section does not appear to address the issues that surfaced in the pilot.

· Phone support needs to be more responsive in addressing users’ needs when Grants.gov goes live and is functioning properly, although it is praised for being helpful in the end.

· Classroom training for grantors would be useful if the functionality was working properly when demonstrated.

Grants.gov Usage Intent (Section 4.6)

· Grantees are mixed in their intentions to use the Grants.gov site when it is launched.  Some grantees are ready to adopt it, while others will only do so when it is mandatory.  The reason they are hesitant is because they do not perceive it as an easy way for them to share application forms within their organization, and the site is not easy for them to use.

· While grantors support the vision of Grants.gov, they express strong hesitation about using the system when it is launched.  They want to see the site functioning properly before they will commit themselves and their grantees to the system.  They want the site to have e-authentication working, address individual applicants, and ensure attachments work properly. 

3.  IMPLICATIONS

Clearly, the Apply Pilot had many functionality issues that prevented grantees and grantors from being able to simulate a realistic experience with Grants.gov.  Unfortunately, this caused both groups to question the system and await further proof that it will function properly when launched before planning adoption of it.

If another pilot is not possible at this point in the development process, it will be critical that the system is functioning without bugs when it is launched in October in order to repair and build the market’s confidence.  Grants.gov should consider additional demonstrations and training on the fully functioning system before the launch to help instill confidence and generate word-of-mouth publicity.

Some of the key issues that need to be addressed before the launch of Grants.gov include the following:

· Make the application steps clearer for grantees.  Grantees complain the steps in the application process are not clear on the site, especially the up-front ones of registering with the CCR, getting a DUNS number, downloading the Pure Edge viewer, and registering with a credential provider.  Grantees want to know how long each could take them and their requirements.

· Communicate how the process of filling out the application forms can be more efficient than their current process.  Grantees expect this part of the process to be more efficient than their current process, and for many, they feel it is not.  Grantees want the forms to pre-populate with key information, be able to re-use forms for multiple applications, and be able to easily share the downloaded application with others in their organization working on the process with them.  Grants.gov needs to better communicate how grantees can achieve these efficiencies.

· Fix the submission process.  Grantees had a great deal of trouble submitting their applications during the pilot.  The submission process needs to be error-free and attachments need to submit with the application.  Understandably, many could not find a practical solution within the support documents that addressed such unanticipated technical flaws; therefore, once this process is working flawlessly, Grants.gov should revisit the instructions on submitting to ensure they match the new process and provide enough detail for grantees to use them successfully, as this is an important source of information if technical difficulties arise or a novice user requires some guidance

· Streamline the steps to create an agency profile and assign agency users and roles.  Grantors find the process a tedious one, especially since it is something they have to work out internally before even using the system to do it.  Making it easier to create an agency profile, assign users and roles, and providing access to summary reports would make the process easier and lessen the burden on grantors.

· Explain the process of managing application templates to grantors.  Grantors were clearly confused by the forms they could choose from and may not have understood the concept of having standard forms across agencies.

· Fix the retrieval process.  The retrieval function on the site needs to work properly, have just one step, and allow grantors to download applications more than once before removing them from the site.  Many grantors would also like to see a demonstration of the system-to-system functionality to ensure it will work for their organizations before adoption.

· Allow more flexibility in assigning tracking numbers.  Grantors want to be able to use their own internal numbers and edit them.  They would also like Grants.gov to only allow one submission per applicant and enforce application deadlines.

· Distinguish the customer support features to provide maximum value for grantees and grantors.  Each customer support feature needs to provide a unique way of handling users’ questions.  For example, the online tutorial should act more as a demonstration of the site’s functionality by walking a user through the apply process with a fake grant.  The frequent question section should focus on troubleshooting common problems.  The availability of context sensitive help should be more clearly communicated to users. 
· Continue responsive email and phone customer support.  The contact center should be the last resort for most grantees and grantors when they are under a deadline and need help. However, the level of customer support required in the pilot was unusually high. This speaks to the need to have a stable, functional system at the time of launch, with effective knowledge management that will allow identified issues to be resolved once and quickly translated into updated contact center scripts. This combination will be critical in facilitating responsive customer support while also managing costs. Hours of customer support center operation should also be expanded to include later evening hours and weekends.

4.  DETAILED FINDINGS


4.1  Initial Impressions of the Grants.gov Concept

Grantees and grantors alike believe the vision of Grants.gov becoming a single storefront to find and apply for federal grants is the primary benefit of the system.  They feel that it will save grantees time and money not to have to learn a new grants system for every federal agency and/or program.  In addition, grantees cite the time and money savings from not having to copy grant applications and send them overnight to the agencies to meet deadlines as another positive outcome of the electronic system. 

“I think to have one system for a variety of grants is a very good idea.  Primarily because it’s a timesaver and we won’t have to learn a new system every time we submit.” (grantee)

“I like the idea that it’s going to mean the same interface to all grantees regardless of which federal agency they are dealing with.”  (grantor)

“I think the grantee community will really like it.  I think right now they face a lot of difficulty in having the staff necessary to hunt federal funding opportunities and the Find solution will really help them.  The Apply solution online for some of our smaller grantees and Indian tribes may not be that beneficial to them.  It may give them problems in the immediate future.  I think over the long-term maybe over the next five years as technology expands it should ease up for them.” (grantor)

“I like the idea because when you are writing a grant there is always the stress, and no matter how far in advance you work, you are at the end; you are scrambling to get things done. The fact that you can upload it rather than have to make multiple copies and find a FedEx box and all of that kind of stuff [saves time].  So, I am thinking of the practicality that I think this will be easier.” (grantee)

4.2  Overall Opinions of the Apply Pilot

Both grantors and grantees believe the Apply Pilot has a clean look and feel to it.  The section tabs are clear and the appearance is simple.  However, several grantees feel the clean look and feel masks the complexity within the pilot site.  They find the site difficult to follow the process of primary functionality steps. Portions of the instructions are not clear to some, and many had to contact customer support to get help. (This may be due in part to the functionality issues experienced in the pilot.) Users also noted inconsistencies in navigation labels versus top of page labels, which they found confusing.

“It was about what I expected.  I found the site very easy to navigate, nice clear tabs, and clear delineation of what the functions were.”  (grantor)

“I think the site had a very clean simple appearance which was sort of deceptive.  I think it was oftentimes hard to find out exactly what was intended from the various pages.” (grantee)

“I agree with the comments that were made about instructions not always being clear, and the site looked more clean and simple than it turned out to be.  I found myself having to call, and I even at one point said, ‘okay maybe I should have read the instructions more carefully.’  But some instructions were embedded or didn’t seem to be there.” (grantee)

“There was no way to identify the specific federal agencies.  It did have a very unified Grants.gov look, but perhaps once you got into the funding opportunities a way to give it an agency look would be preferable.” (grantor)

Grantees are mixed in their opinions of the grants coverage on the site.  Some grantees believe the site is trying to cover too much by including all federal grants, which makes it difficult to easily find information on one particular grant opportunity or program.  Other grantees feel the site opens up the granting community to their organizations, because all federal grants will be searchable on the site giving them more opportunities to find grants in other agencies they do not usually deal with.

“I would say it wasn’t exactly what I anticipated because it seemed much more wide open than what I was looking for.  Typically in our process we find out that there is a grant that we can apply for, for a particular amount.  Then we fill out the forms and submit it based on prior knowledge.  It seems as though it was setup more as, ‘hey, let’s go looking for grants, what is the world of possibilities?’  I guess what I would be hoping for is something a little bit more direct, some way of directly getting to the grant program that is important to me.” (grantee)

“There were a lot of places to look for grants, so I actually thought we are kind of narrow with the way we normally look for grants.  We kind of stick with one or two agencies, and this sort of like opened up a new world for me.” (grantee)

Grantors have several concerns with the coverage of the site.  Some feel the site focuses exclusively on new grant opportunities and does not address continuing grants, which are important to their agencies.  A few note that the site is written solely for an organizational grant community audience, not individual citizens applying for grants, which is a key grantee stakeholder group for them.

“One of the concerns that we had with the pilot was that it seemed to be limited in function in that it seemed to address new opportunities.  We are not clear about how it addresses continuation applications or post award activities, or what that plan might be longer-term.” (grantor)

“Our main concern is that the site is clearly geared toward organizational applicants.  Our agency is one of the few agencies that has a lot of individual citizens that apply for our grants.  And if you read all of the help on the site, it’s all very clearly geared towards institutions applying for a grant.  Even the forms for example say things like, ‘fill in the name of your institution here.’  Nowhere on the site does it give special help for individual citizens who are applying for a grant and I really think that we need to make sure that we have that in there.” (grantor)

The navigation of the site is clear and logical.  However, one grantee notes that the site did not bring him back to the page he was visiting after he was finished using the Help section.

“Sometimes when I would click into find a question or something, I didn’t get back to where I was.  It dumped me back to the main screen always, so I would have to go back and click through to get back to where I was.  It would be helpful if you could go to the help or the resource menu, and then just click out of it and be right where you were.” (grantee)

Security issues are not a nagging concern of grantees and grantors.  Grantees agree that it is difficult to determine if a site is truly secure and that the organization on the other end is using their data for the right purposes, so they do not worry themselves over it.  They assume it is secure.  Grantors would like to see more information on the rules for usernames and passwords, such as whether or not they are case sensitive and how long they can be.

“You know I don’t even worry about that stuff anymore.  I mean you can’t worry about it to be honest.” (grantee)

“Unless you know what is on the backend, you are going in with your eyes covered anyway.” (grantee)

“The passwords seem to have been case sensitive, but nowhere on the site it said that.  There weren’t any real rules for security and user ID, a password, from a grantee’s perspective.”  (grantor)

4.3  Evaluation of the Application Process (grantees only)

To apply for federal grants on Grants.gov, grantees need to register with the Central Contractor Registry (CCR), get a DUNS number, download the Pure Edge viewer, and register with a credential provider before they can submit an application.  For many grantees, these are a lot of requirements to use the system.  Some complain that Grants.gov does not make it clear that these activities should be done before downloading grant applications, and how long it takes to complete them.

“If an applicant did not have a CCR registration, it was an additional five-day time period having to be built in to creating a proposal.  Knowing how we work up until the 28th hour to get something submitted, having to back that out is something that was not really clear from the get-go in terms of the Apply part of it.  In other words if you got your announcement from the particular agency that you are interested in, it wasn’t real clear that yes there are these multiple steps that would entail additional time if they weren’t done previously.”  (grantee)

“I’ve got one suggestion for you.  I think that when you are ready to take this thing out in the public, it should be up-front in the directions that you are going to need to have a DUNS number and a CCR registration prior to even going to Grants.gov.”  (grantee)

CCR Registration

Grantees experienced several problems while registering with the CCR.  Several feel the process was frustrating and time consuming.  Some claim it took five days to complete, and they were not aware of this.  They believe this will be a problem, because they will need to build in that time to their grant application process.  One state government representative is concerned because she had to register under another category since “state government” was not an option.  Other grantees are irritated that they will have to re-register every year.

“When I got into registering to the Central Contractor Registry, I spent a lot of time on that, and I was so frustrated with just trying to get through that process that I really didn’t get through [the rest of the pilot].”  (grantee)

“I was surprised at how labor intensive and frustrating registering with CCR was.  I was thinking of my colleagues and how frustrating they would find this.  They are not going to remember that they have to register every year.”  (grantee)

DUNS Number Request

Grantees have few comments about the process of getting a DUNS number.  However, one grantee registered online and never received a confirmation of it.

“I applied for the DUNS number online.  I never received notification back that I had a DUNS number.  At one point, I ended up calling back and saying that I had applied, and they said, ‘oh yeah, here is your number.’  It was frustrating because you think that there would have been some notification, that oh by the way we assigned you this number.” (grantee)

Pure Edge Viewer Download

Downloading the Pure Edge Viewer is not a technically difficult process for grantees, but many have to get permission from their organizations or have their IT departments download it for them.  This added step delays grantees’ ability to download grant applications, which worries some.  One thing that was not apparent, however, was that the viewer only works with specific browsers and versions, creating frustration for one user whose system did not comply with these unknown requirements. This makes him and others skeptical that it will work with other browsers and platforms.

“Being in a large state government organization, even to get permission to download any kind of software takes several days.  So, I don’t know.  It sounds like a lot of people are much more experienced in that sort of thing than I am, but it was simply a matter of figuring out whom to ask, and from whom to get permission, and that sort of a thing.”  (grantee)

“I mean like the installation of the Pure Edge Viewer.  It’s incompatible with Netscape 7, which is not exactly a new product.  Not only does it not work with Netscape 7; it kills Netscape 7.  It leaves a smoking hole where Netscape 7 was.  I am still getting a Java error every time I start my computer, and I will until I go and fix my registry which I haven’t had the time to do.”  (grantee)  

“Does the Pure Edge Viewer work on Macs?  Does it work for Unix users?  You know we’ve got a host of different platforms here.  These faculty members are really committed to their platforms.  You are not going to find somebody who is Linux who is going to be happy to have to go to a Windows machine to submit his grants.” (grantee)

Some grantors are happy that they do not have to provide support for the Pure Edge Viewer, but are worried that grantees will call them first if they have problems with the installation process.  Grantors may not be able to answer their questions because they do not have to download the viewer.

“When a grantee calls us and asks us a question, the program people will not know what they are talking about.  They can refer them to Grants.gov support, or whatever, but it’s not going to make grantees happy when they are under pressure to get something in.” (grantor)

Credential Provider Registration
For the pilot, grantees used Grants.gov as the credential provider, so the process was simplified for them.  In some cases, the simplification made grantees feel slightly nervous about the process because all they had to do was create a username and password and it authenticated them.  Realizing this is not how it will work when the site is live, there is confusion over how the process will work when they have to get a credential provider, and some envision the process to be a difficult one.

“If Grants.gov hadn’t stepped in, I would have had a problem I’m sure, but I was also very surprised it felt suspiciously easy the username and password.” (grantee)

Downloading, Completing, and Submitting Applications
In addition to the set-up activities for Grants.gov, grantees attempted to download, complete, and submit an application that they had previously submitted to an agency as a test of the Apply Pilot.  

The download process went fairly well for grantees.  However, several were surprised that the application downloaded to their desktop, because it is not clear how to share the application with others in their organization to review and/or fill in parts of it.  Most did not read the instructions with the application because they had already submitted these grant applications previously.  One grantee did not realize he had to know the CFDA and Funding Opportunity numbers to download, and feels this is not practical.  

“I was a little surprised that we actually downloaded the application, or the grant opportunity, down into your own desktop to work on.  I am just wondering if we are going to have problems when it comes to also being the Principal Investigator involved in the actual submission of a real proposal, and emailing this file back and forth with the multiple revisions that will be done before it actually gets uploaded and submitted.” (grantee)

Grantees are looking for more efficiencies when filling out the forms required for the application.  Many feel the forms need to pre-populate key information that they provided when registering with the CCR.  In addition, it is not apparent that grantees can re-use forms for multiple grants when they require similar information.

“We have anywhere from 17 to 34 different grants, but they all have some core information.  Basically what I do each year, is I call up last year’s, modify it, and send it in.  Then once I do one, then I use that one as the template to do the 34 other ones.  I am not filling in the form from scratch each time.  There really was no way to kind of customize this site to help me do my job quicker.  It seemed like I had to start kind of from scratch each time, and doing that 34 times would be a source of frustration.  Now I am sure that I can probably figure out how to call up that one that I just sent and modify it eventually.  But there weren’t any tools to help me do that on the site.”  (grantee)

A few grantors note that grantees do not have to fill in non-mandatory fields in the forms, but they are important to the agency.

“One thing that we noticed looking at it from the applicant perspective where the mandatory fields were, you could skip the non-mandatory easily, and those are some very important pieces that we here at [our agency] need.” (grantor)  

The submission process caused a great deal of problems for grantees.  First of all, many grantees experienced an “internal server error” that prevented their application submission.  They had to call customer support to get a workaround to solve the problem.  Aside from this major issue, some grantees had trouble figuring out how to get their completed applications back online to submit.  In addition, it was difficult for some to find the application on their computer after the system saved it. 

“You know when the little submit button came on, I was so pleased, and I thought, ‘okay here we go.’  I was astonished when I hit it and got an internal server error.” (grantee)

“The fact that I couldn’t do it.  It had no directions in there for, ‘okay I saved it, now I want to go back and do it.’  It didn’t tell me that I needed to open up the site again, and then have my saved version over here in a smaller window, and drag and drop it back into the Internet site.” (grantee)

“I did because I did not understand how to get my offline grant application back into the program.  There were no clear directions for how to do that.  If that could be spelled a little clearer it would have been very helpful.” (grantee)

“I found that when I went there and I tried to save, it said it did, but then I couldn’t find it.”  (grantee)  

Attachments also caused grantees some problems.  Several submitted their applications with attachments only to find that the attachments did not make it through the system with their application.  Grantors confirmed this finding in their retrieval process.  Some grantees did not see a confirmation page to show them that all of the attachments were there, which also made them question whether or not they were included in the submission.  One grantee was told by the agency that they received blank forms as attachments.  Grantees would like a way to see if the agency received their complete applications.

“I had a lot of problems once I downloaded the Pure Edge Viewer and the form with attachments.  It would tell me something was attached, but it wasn’t.  Some things I would be able to view, and some things I wouldn’t.  Then when I was ready to submit, some things went through, and some things didn’t.  So, I was very concerned that when the submission did go through, and all I got was an email saying submission received.  I was concerned that the agency would not have received all of the various elements in the form.” (grantee)

“It would tell me things were saved and then I couldn’t find them, the attachments.  Or one time it saved one attachment, and it was empty.  I found that very frustrating.  I would have appreciated the system just saying that the grant was received.  You know, I did have my doubts about whether all my attachments were there.” (grantee)
4.4  Evaluation of the Grantor Functionality (grantors only)

Grantors tested all aspects of the grantor functionality in the Apply Pilot including setting up and managing their agency profile, users, and roles, managing application package templates and publishing packages, retrieving applications, and assigning agency tracking numbers.  The following includes their opinions on this section of the site. 

Managing Agency Profile, Users and Roles

Setting up their agency profile, users and roles is confusing and time consuming for grantors.  It takes them a great deal of time to understand how to set up how their organization would do business with Grants.gov and then assign users and related roles.  In addition, grantors believe there are too many steps involved to set users up on the system.  One grantor claims that the Super User has to tell the user to enter themselves into the system, the Super User then sets them up with their roles, and finally the user has to re-enter the system to create his/her username and password.

“It took a lot more time than we had anticipated to try and go through our internal procedures of who would have access to what, and who would be able to do what rights.  We eventually worked it out, but again, I don’t know if there is guidance or recommendations that could come from Grants.gov on how to do that.  It’s probably going to be left up to internal agencies, but for us it did take some time in assigning roles and working that all out.” (grantor)

“We had a little bit of a problem similar to that also when trying to setup the sub-account roles for each of our operational divisions.  We did talk with the Grants.gov office, and eventually we were able to set them up but we had to use a slightly different procedure than what they originally told us for registering sub-agencies.  Also, I found it a little bit difficult, just a tiny bit difficult when I would get a profile from someone in our operational division to put them in, and they had to give me that information and then I put it in, and then I’d have to go back to them to put in their password, and then it had to come back into me.  So, there was a little bit too much back and forth going on rather than they submit their information and then I can setup the account.” (grantor)

Grantors would also like the Super User to be able to run summary reports of all users’ roles and activities, as well as delete users as needed.  Grantors feel it is important to have an alternate Super User with the same role, particularly for larger agencies.  
“Have someone high level at each granting agency be able to run some type of summary report to see who has access to what and say the activities perhaps even that have been occurring.” (grantor)

“So, the ability not just to add individuals but also remove them I think will be important in the future, to give agencies a little bit more flexibility in controlling their users.” (grantor)

“They should always allow an agency to have at least two people listed with those roles.” (grantor)

Managing Application Package Templates and Publishing Application Packages

The concept of using templates to create new application packages is useful to grantors.  It saves them time because they know the forms are approved and many new packages use the same forms as previous ones. 

“Because we can simply use the work that already exists without wondering whether or not we’re using an approved form.  We know that it’s an approved form.” (grantor)

“Typically a large majority of our needs will be identical to template packages previously used.  So, when we have the template it saves a lot of time.  You could inadvertently leave something out if you had to re-create it each time.” (grantor)

However, in using the Apply Pilot to manage package templates, many grantors had problems with the functionality.  First, the names of the forms are confusing to grantors, perhaps because they either saw pre-defined templates or had to select from a list of standard forms that they may not have been familiar with.  For example, some grantors are not sure the “424A” form is the exact one approved for their specific agency.  In fact, one grantor picked the wrong form to include in her package.  

“I guess decisions were made by the task force of what to name the portions of the template, the different forms whether it was the 424A or what have you.  I guess some of the decisions left a little bit to be desired.  It would maybe be a good workshop to have to suggest naming for the vanilla core portions of the template versus agency specific.  It looked like also when we were going into manipulate a template to create a package off of it that we were seeing all of the available forms across all agencies rather than our own.  I was surprised.  I thought maybe we were just going to see the core plus our specific agency specific pieces.  I wouldn’t need to see other agencies core—or agency specific forms, although sometimes it is interesting to see what is out there.” (grantor)

In addition, not all of the pieces of the application packages were included in the pilot to make the process a true reflection of their agencies’ packages.  Many just used what was there on the site to make a less than realistic package, but are waiting to see if the process would truly work for them when they can use all of the pieces of their application packages.

“We’re a research related agency so we were waiting for the R&R data set, but I guess that hasn’t been completed yet.  We were still awaiting that to actually make it a little bit more realistic pilot for us and our applicant.  So, we ended up just using the 424 A and B standard forms, and budget and program narrative, just kind of the generic, and had our applicant kind of pare up their application to that.  But it represented only a real small subset of the information that we gather for our grants.” (grantor)

“We just sort of made up a dummy application because it’s not like anything we currently do.” (grantor)

“We were assuming that the core, which is what these 424s would be, would all be very quick and easy, no problems.  There were a few problems even with the submission of those forms, and so I am apprehensive that we still haven’t seen the core plus, which is the core plus R&R for us.  I am really getting a little leery with the time lines that we’re approaching with whether or not we’ll be able to get a real pilot that simulates a little bit more what we want it to look like in time.” (grantor)

Given this confusion over the forms, many want to view the forms to make sure they are choosing the correct ones, but this created problems too.  One grantor could not find a way to view the package at all.  Others figured out how to view, but then had trouble saving the package when they returned from viewing.  They ended up losing their template altogether or the instruction file because they forgot they needed to save them.  One grantor suggests including an “implied” save function so that work would not be lost.

“But in regards to viewing in the middle of the process, you were able to view or preview the template or the package at times.  The problem was that it was too easy to lose the template then, to not be returned to the previous screen where you asked to save it.  Once you went astray there was no reminder that you were about to lose the template that you had been putting together.” (grantor)

Grantors understood mandatory versus optional forms but would like the system to not allow submission by the grantee if they do not follow it.

“Well, it was clear but scary.  We were hoping that the system would enforce not allowing submission of an application.  If something is advertised as mandatory, enforce that from the applicant’s perspective before they can succeed at submission.” (grantor)

Publishing the application packages was simple for grantors who made it to that point in the process.

“But I found the flow of publishing the application, it was pretty straightforward.  Of course I was just choosing one of the templates that was already provided to us, and again managing the application was pretty straightforward for us.  It just published it.  It wasn’t that complicated.” (grantor)

Retrieving Applications

Grantors had many problems retrieving applications from Grants.gov.  Many received java script errors, so they either never received the applications or had to call the help desk to get a workaround solution to receive them.  Grantors lost several applications in the process of trying to retrieve because of these errors.

“We could not download our applications at all.  We kept getting these Java script errors.”  (grantor)

“We had some issues retrieving but the help desk was able to walk us through or work around the way we are able to get our applications.” (grantor)

“We ultimately were able to download our applications but it was very buggy.  We had to have some applications restored by the contractor and we also had to resubmit several of our applications, before we could download and then view them.” (grantor)

Besides problems with the actual downloading process, grantors have other concerns with the retrieval function.  Some grantors were confused by the two-step download process where they were prompted with “download applications” and then “complete download.”  It didn’t make sense to them to have to “retrieve” twice.  Grantors would also like the ability to download an application more than once without the system deleting the applications.  A few would like to see consistent terminology, either download or retrieve.   Some grantors had problems with identifying the forms and applications.  One mentioned that the same file name was used for all the 424s that they downloaded and feel they should be unique.  Others want to make sure that each application has a unique identifying number, either the funding opportunity number or a Grants.gov number.

“That screen also confused me where it said, ‘download applications,’ and then it said, ‘complete download.’  Somehow I worked around it and it ended up okay, but I did find it confusing.” (grantor)

“It seemed like the 424s would all have the same file name, so that if you opened one, and then you tried to open the other one, it would want you to replace the previous with the current one, do you know what I mean?  There didn’t seem to be a unique file name for each unique application, which would then keep you from getting them confused.”  (grantor)

“Using the funding opportunity number would be a perfect solution [instead of the CFDA number], because that way again, once we get the application in, we obviously want our backend system to be able to read these application forms and know what program the person is applying to without a human having to read it and figure that out.” (grantor)

Some grantors note that the true test of retrieval will come when they can see the system-to-system interface.  They are disappointed that this was not included in the pilot.

“The other thing was again, we were looking for the system-to-system functionality in this pilot by this time, and haven’t seen it yet.  A number of our programs will have backend systems for this information to go into. Without having it to pilot we’re becoming a little edgy.” (grantor)

Assigning Agency Tracking Numbers

Grantors understand the need for assigning agency tracking numbers to applications for their programs.  However, they have some suggestions for making the process work better for their agencies.  Grantors did not seem to be clear that they would be able to use their own internal numbering process so that the tracking numbers have meaning to them.  Some grantors worry that errors will occur when a user assigns the number, and would like to be able to edit them if there is a mistake.  One grantor points out that his agency will be using a system-to-system interface, which he hopes will avoid these human errors.  Several grantors want to make sure the system does not allow them to assign the same number more than once, as the system does now.

“We would want to distribute that to the program area, and let them assign whatever numbers they want to assign.” (grantor)

“It would be nice to be able to edit, because what you are relying on as far as this functionality is a person entering in information by hand, and again once that is entered, it’s entered.  We couldn’t edit unless we went back to Grants.gov to edit that number.” (grantor)

“This is where we would want to have system-to-system functionality to assign these.  Again, if you are relying on a person to key this in you are going to have to have that editable.” (grantor)

“We were able to use the same number for several different applications.  We’ve been testing to see if we could.  Ultimately we wouldn’t want that to be able to happen.”  (grantor)

Grantors see value in having the table that displays all applications available for download.  They would like the table (or another one) to retain the applications that they have downloaded, since the system deletes them once they are downloaded.  Another option suggested by a few, is to be able to export the table into Excel or another format to keep as a record of the applications they have.  One suggestion to improve the table is to include the organization’s name in it, not just the individual person submitting the grant.  Also, there is some confusion about the difference between an application that is labeled “received” and one that is labeled “pending”.

“One thing that I wasn’t too terribly comfortable with was that once you download an application you can’t go back. The view no longer shows that application.”  (grantor)

“Under status, two of the applications say received, and two of them say review pending, and I don’t know what the difference is really.” (grantor)

Grantors are concerned that the system will allow applicants to submit an application more than once.  This causes problems for them in assigning tracking numbers—do they assign multiple numbers or the same number?  In addition, this puts them in the awkward situation of having to contact the applicant to determine which application they intended for evaluation.  Beyond submitting multiple times, grantors also worry that the system will not enforce application deadlines, which creates another management issue for them.  One grantor suggests having a “flag” in the system to turn on or off based on whether the agency wants Grants.gov to enforce application deadlines.

“I guess our biggest concern is that we could indeed get the same application submitted multiple times by the applicant and we would have to assign unique tracking numbers to each instance of that application.” (grantor)

“The whole issue is problematic for us, because programmatically we have a policy of single submission, no follow-ons.  If we get multiple submissions, basically it put us in a position of contacting the applicant to determine which application they want us to process, and the other will be considered a duplicate.”  (grantor)

“Somehow, someone has got to manage that deadline date.” (grantor)

“It would be helpful if there was a flag there and the agency could control their own implementation if you want to pass the deadline date, set the flag to so do.  If you don’t, set it to prohibit that from occurring.” (grantor)
4.5  Evaluation of Customer Support Features 

Both grantees and grantors agree that Grants.gov should not require extensive use of customer support features to conduct their transactions on the site, as was required during the pilot.  The site should be simple enough to allow them to navigate through the functionality without major problems.  Grantors also specifically point out that the site should function properly before it is rolled out (unlike in the Apply Pilot), because it puts pressure on them as well as grantees if their applications are late because of technical problems on the site.

“I think the concept of having most of all the federal agencies eventually having this be a central repository for grant submission is a good idea, but it needs to be really intuitive.  I always approach a pilot like this as a principal investigator who has 12 minutes to put his grant together and submit, which seems usually how much time they leave themselves.  So, if it’s not completely intuitive you are going to lose people.” (grantee)

“What I would say with my experience in rolling out systems that when help desks begin to give us a response that, ‘oh yes we know what that problem is and here is the work around,’ I think what most especially grantee users will want to see is not so quick a canned answer but a fix to the problem.” (grantor)

Even though they feel they should not need to rely heavily on customer support features, grantees and grantors believe the site should have the full range of help in case of unexpected problems.  They feel that the customer support options provided in the Apply Pilot cover all of the types of help they might need to use, and telephone support is particularly critical to have as a last resort option especially for system errors that cannot necessarily be anticipated by help materials.  However, the online support features could use some improvement to distinguish them from each other and provide maximum value for grantees.

“I think it’s pretty standard, especially for online systems to have that kind of capability.  If you can’t find it in a user guide, here is the help desk information, here is the tutorial, so I think having various options of finding the information is absolutely great, but I think you have to build up the depth of information that is there.” (grantee)

Reactions to each of the customer support features are as follows.

User Guide

Most grantees and grantors reviewed the user guide, and feel it is a useful customer support option.  However, grantees believe that the guide does not describe how to do all of the tasks on the site in enough detail.  Contrary to this, grantors feel the user guide is too long and wordy.

“The instructional materials I thought were not really as descriptive as they could be down at the operation level.” (grantee)

“I looked through the user guide, but it wasn’t really specific enough for what I was looking for, which was mostly installation problems.” (grantee)

“It is a lot lengthier than it really had to be for as easy of a system as you guys have built.  I think you can jump to a lot of it a little bit quicker.  They are not going to want to read through pages of information. They are going to want to try to get their questions answered as quickly as possible.” (grantor)

Online Tutorial

Most grantees and grantors used the online tutorial.  Grantors find it useful, but grantees feel it is redundant with the user guide.  Both groups would like to see the online tutorial become more of a demo of the site that walks them through how to apply for a grant.

“When I opened up the tutorial, it was exactly, or followed very, very closely the help documentation.  So, I felt that they need to compliment each other, but not be exactly the same, because people absorb information differently.”  (grantee)

“To me, the tutorial would be really helpful for our staff here if somehow it could be a bit more interactive.  Of course to me the best thing is if you had a demo site that we could actually go in and practice on.” (grantee)

“It might be worthwhile for you to consider some demo where you could go to a website and run a demo of what as the grantor or as an applicant you should expect to experience as you bounce through from beginning to end.” (grantor)

Context Sensitive Help (Question Mark Link)

Grantees used the question mark context sensitive help on the site more than grantors did, although overall usage of this feature was low.  This was due in part to lack of understanding of what the feature was. One grantor suggests calling it “help” rather than the symbol of a question mark to draw attention to it and clarify its purpose. 

Frequent Questions

Both grantees and grantors feel the frequent questions section needs some work to make it more useful to them.  They would like to see the section focus more on troubleshooting issues, such as how to overcome particular installation problems.  Grantors believe the information on “what is Grants.gov?” is not appropriate for this help feature.

“I think some of the questions could have been a little more specific.”  (grantee)

“With the frequently asked questions, like I have trouble downloading the application, what do I do?  I have trouble downloading the Pure Edge Viewer what do I do?” (grantor)

Quick Reference

Grantees used the quick reference help more than grantors did.  Grantees feel the section did not address their questions.

Phone Customer Support

Grantees and grantors praise telephone customer support for its help in addressing their problems with the Apply Pilot.  Both groups agree that the customer support team was friendly, patient, and answered their questions.  However, grantees and grantors became a little frustrated when every time they called they were asked for many pieces of information before they explained their problems.  

“The majority of the times they were good. They were very pleasant.  They were good at getting the full range of identifying information from me, but then they were looking for a supervisor.” (grantor)

“I just wanted to say, and I know this may come up later, but they were unbelievably patient, and also simple.  They didn’t throw a lot of jargon around, and worked with you very well, you know click here, click here, click here, for those of us who are not real computer savvy.” (grantee)

“Every time I called in I had to give at least six pieces of information even to leave a message.  That got annoying.” (grantee)

Both groups feel that email and telephone customer support must consider the fact that grantees will be working under a deadline and will need help fast.  Therefore, customer support hours must cover more than 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. EDT to be acceptable to them.  In addition, many grantees and grantors had to talk to several people to get to a person who could help them, and sometimes the solution took days. (This may be due to the functionality problems that required workaround solutions to be developed during the pilot and a higher level of customer support staff to address them with grantees and grantors).

“The only problem was that the person that I would initially get with would not be able to help me.  But again, at least I got a real person, and they eventually got back to me, and were able to work through my problems.  So, I think that is better than getting a machine, or not having any support at all that you can actually talk to a person.  That was very helpful.” (grantor)

“But they had to refer us several times to a supervisor, and then the supervisor had to call you back.  When you are working with a lot of other deadlines and everything that gets to be a lot of time.” (grantor)

“When you are live and these people call you up in a panic because the application deadline is looming, you really need to have someone that can fix it right away.” (grantor)

Email Customer Support

Most grantees and grantors who emailed customer support received return phone calls from the customer support team to help them fix their problems, and they appreciated the response.  For those grantees that are not on the East Coast, email support was useful because they would receive return calls during their normal business hours. 

“I sent an email and the support team was great.  They actually called me, and followed up with the problem, couldn’t fix it, and then called me back about three days later with a solution.” (grantee)

“We emailed and called, and after a few back and forths, they actually spoke to us and gave us the workaround.” (grantor)

Classroom Training for Grantors

Almost all grantors attended the classroom training on the Apply Pilot.  They were disappointed with it because there were so many errors in the functionality that they could not get a good understanding of how it was supposed to work for the pilot.  All agree that for future trainings, the Grants.gov team needs to make sure the system is functioning properly or use a canned site to make it useful. 

“I think the concept of having the classroom training is very useful.  But there were so many bugs throughout the training that made it not useful, having that many bugs.  So, in the future I probably would suggest that they have ready-made samples of the system where they are not using real data, so they have it setup so they can actually show us how it is supposed to work.  They already have prepared the materials, and prepared a dummy site if you will, and they could run the whole class without all of the kinks and the bugs that happen.” (grantor)

4.6  Grants.gov Usage Intent

Grantees and grantors differ in their intent to use Grants.gov.  Some grantees say they will use Grants.gov when it is launched, but others only when it is mandatory.  They agree that the system will work better for technologically savvy smaller organizations, rather than larger more bureaucratic organizations.  Large organizations like universities and research institutions have multiple people working on grant applications, which makes it difficult to use Grants.gov since they believe only one person can access a grant application at a time.  However, even those who plan to use Grants.gov immediately insist that it needs to be easier to use (i.e., fully functional and intuitive).

“The first thing that comes to mind for me is the way it is set-up right now it just doesn’t really fit our business model. Faculty do not submit their own proposals here.  They submit them to our central office for review and then the central office submits them.  That way it’s going through a full review process.  The signature authority has signed off on it certifying that the university agrees to all the criteria in the grant.  The faculty member is not authorized.” (grantee)

“It just wasn’t real clear how multiple people who might be working on a proposal would have access to that particular application.” (grantee)

“We’re a non-profit, community based organization.  It would work well for us.  I guess when I think about it, we have multiple people working on proposals also, but the way that these grants are submitted is you know the documents are completed and then you upload them.  So, that shouldn’t be a problem, but I don’t have somebody else filling this form, and somebody filling in that form.  It seems like this should work well as long as everything works the way it’s supposed to.” (grantee)

One suggestion to make it easier for larger organizations is to assign user roles within Grants.gov for multiple users.

“I’ve been sort of wondering if there was any possibility in Grants.gov of having multiple roles which would fit where you would have your project director, principal investigator who could also wear the hat in the smaller non-profit units as the signing official where as in larger units it would allow for that capability of viewing what is being worked on or receiving it and then submitting it.” (grantee)

Even though grantors believe in the vision of Grants.gov, they indicate they will not use the system within their agency or recommend it to their applicants in its current state.  They need to see the system function properly before they will do so.  In addition, they have several concerns that the system needs to address to make it work within their agencies.  The system needs to have e-authentication, address individual applicants, and fix the conversion of attachments to a format the agencies can use.

“My big concern right now is that I am really not sure if I could confidently go out to both my internal staff, and to the grantees, and say this is the system.  This is how you use it, and go in and try to apply this year.”  (grantor)

“It won’t work for my agency, but a lot of the problems that we experienced, if they can be worked out and we have a chance to conduct a subsequent pilot, then perhaps everything would be as it needs to be.”  (grantor)

“It wouldn’t work for us for two reasons.  Number one as I mentioned earlier, many of our grants are again individuals, and the system doesn’t yet work for grants to individuals.  The second reason is we are a little bit unhappy with the way the attachments are coming in.  Currently the attachments are coming in, in the same native binary format that the applicant submitted them in and that is a real problem.  We only accept the application in text format.  We do that for a lot of reasons but among others we like to save the narrative, and their resume, and the pieces of their application in our database.  Then our online panelist reviewer system utilizes that information, so that our panelist can go to the Web and they can read the narrative, and they can read the other parts of the application right online.  But if the applicant is allowed to submit in any format that they choose, Word Perfect, Word, whatever, then we end up with this myriad of different attachment styles, and it’s almost impossible for our panelist to have all of the right applications to be able to read all of these different types of file formats.  So, we would really like an option whereby we can require the applicants to send in, only specific file formats, and in particular in our case what we would really like is ASCII Text as one of the choices there.” (grantor)

“There are many other things that we’ve been going through that make it too artificial and simplistic for what my agency does.” (grantor)

“Our biggest concern is there are so few constraints and validations done on the data that would be included in the electronic application that we may find ourselves in the situation where we have to do extraordinary pre-review of an application and possibly, probably have to have multiple contacts with the applicant to arrive at a completed application.” (grantor)
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