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Analysis of 6/12/03 Prototype Walkthrough Feedback

6/30/03

BACKGROUND

The Grants.gov Program Team presented the Grants.gov prototype to grant making agency representatives (grantors) on June 12, 2003 in two open sessions.  The purpose was to demonstrate the latest functionality of Grants.gov.  At the conclusion of the sessions, all attendees were asked to complete a brief survey to capture their feedback on the functionality that was reviewed during the session.  A total of 96 grantors participated in the survey.  The findings from the research are below.

FINDINGS

Satisfaction with Grants.gov Prototype

Overall, satisfaction with the Grants.gov prototype is moderate.  Four-in-ten grantors (40%) are highly satisfied with the functionality they reviewed during the session, while 49% are moderately satisfied.  Grantors are slightly happier with the Apply functionality than they are with the Grants Administration functionality (41% vs. 31% are highly satisfied).

The general feeling among grantors is that the functionality is a good start, but still needs work.  They think the overall concept for the system is good and the site is headed in the right direction.  However, they recognize it is still in development and many issues are outstanding, such as the integration with FedGrants.gov, agency roles, system-to-system functionality, and how to create grant announcements.  They are interested to see how these aspects of the system are incorporated in Grants.gov in the future.

“Sounds like good thinking.  Most problems [are being] considered, if not yet handled.”

“[It] looks good for an early prototype, but needs a lot of additional functionality.”

“System-to-system interface is still fuzzy.  Rules at agency level [are too].”

Several grantors note positive aspects of the functionality.  They feel Grants.gov will provide applicants the opportunity to apply for grants electronically, eliminating the paper burden.  A few also feel the system looks robust, is easy to navigate, and will not be hard for their agencies to adapt to when it is operational.

“On first impression, it looks good and seems to have functionality for both grantees and grantors.”


“[It seemed] logical and easy to follow.”


“[Grants.gov] seemed pretty user-friendly and straightforward.”

On the other hand, many grantors believe Grants.gov will create more work for everyone in the granting process and is more bureaucratic than their current systems.  They fear applicants will find the functionality less robust than grantors’ current systems, and that it will be harder for them to understand.  One particularly confusing aspect of the system is the multiple numbers (i.e., funding opportunity number, CFDA number, and the tracking number) that applicants will have to keep track of in the system.

“It is far below what we currently provide our grantees today via our current grant application process through our in-house system.”

“[It is] more complicated for applicants than our current online applications.”

Grantors also feel Grants.gov will cause more work on their end, and possibly force them to re-create some of the functionality they have in place currently to fit the Grants.gov system.  For example, many are worried that Grants.gov will not integrate with their grants administration or performance measurement systems.

“One size fits all approach may be preferred for grantees, but for grantors, much will be lost.  It diminishes grants management effectiveness, accountability, and reliability.”

Grantors are also concerned that Grants.gov does not appear to handle grants outside of core only.  They want to see the system cover non-core forms; mandatory, discretionary, earmarked, and invitation only grants; and overseas programs.

Expectations from Grants.gov and Suggested Improvements

Most grantors (65%) feel the Grants.gov functionality met their expectations, while 16% believe it exceeded their expectations and 18% say it fell below their expectations.  However, almost all grantors (95%) feel Grants.gov is moving in the right direction.

Grantors offer a number of suggestions to improve the Grants.gov functionality. The most popular improvements mentioned by grantors include the following: 

· Integrate with back-end systems – Several grantors want to see the Grants.gov system seamlessly integrate with their back-end system, including their performance measures.  Along with this, they want to have a system-to-system interface so that applications can be sent in batches to their systems.  

· Integrate with other grant systems – Some grantors want to see a tighter integration with FedGrants.gov so that they can eliminate double posting of grant opportunities, and applicants have a smoother interface.  A few grantors also want better integration with the Central Contractor Registry, FedBizOps, and CFDA systems.

· Incorporate digital signature capabilities

· Customize forms by grant program, including graying out unnecessary fields

· Take into account international applicants on forms – This includes the DUNS number and making the Employee Identification number not mandatory.

· Offer better customer support options – Grantors would like to see clear, on-screen guidance and instructions (e.g., a “road map”), particularly for the more difficult tasks (e.g., downloading and attaching files).  Some would like to see hands-on training offered for the system.

Other improvements mentioned by one or a few grantors include the following:

· Provide the ability to modify the agency tracking number if entered incorrectly

· Simplify and eliminate “excessive” tracking numbers, and provide option to have system automatically assign agency tracking numbers when grantor downloads 

· Carry information gathered from an applicant forward to upcoming pages on the site

· Route applications to the grantor’s regional center that will review them (instead of a single address)

· Build better accommodations for individual grantees, because the system appears to be focused solely on institutional grantees

· Provide security for applicants submitting classified information and add authentication

· Build in pre-screening of applicants in the front-end of the system to ensure they fit the criteria to apply for a grant

· Include functionality for making changes to submitted applications.

Comparison to Current Process

When comparing Grants.gov to their current process of applying for grants, slightly more than half of grantors (56%) believe Grants.gov is a better process.  Many do not offer electronic submission of grant applications, so applying online in a secure environment is a definite improvement for their grantees.  Several feel that the primary benefit of the Grants.gov system over their own systems is “one stop shopping” for grantees; they can find all Federal grants in one place.  They also believe that Grants.gov will level the playing field, as there will be uniform requirements for all applicants and all are applying with the same information.  Some grantors believe Grants.gov will be easier for grantees and reduce the paperwork for them, which will save them money.  A few of the features of Grants.gov also make it a better system. These include an official submission confirmation, basic error checks on the forms, and application tracking features.

Nearly a quarter of grantors (23%) believe Grants.gov does not measure up to their current process for applying for grants.  Some grantors have sophisticated electronic grant application systems that provide more information and functionality than Grants.gov.  Others do not necessarily feel their system is superior, but that their grantees are used to it and it is tailored to them.  This makes it easier for their grantees to use.  A few grantors believe that their system is simply more user-friendly and less complicated.  Some grantors feel there is functionality missing in Grants.gov that makes it fall short of their own systems including not declining applications after the opportunity is closed, addressing eligibility, reducing the amount of information required in an application, including interactive forms (e.g., like Turbo Tax), and addressing grantees’ internal proposal management systems.

Slightly more than two-in-ten grantors (22%) believe the Grants.gov system is the same as their current process.  Several feel Grants.gov is just another method for grantees to submit applications; it is no better or worse than others.  Others find Grants.gov to have similar functionality to their own system.

Usefulness of Prototype Walkthrough

Most grantors (61%) found the prototype walkthrough very useful, and slightly more than a third (36%) considered it moderately useful.  Many grantors would like to see more sessions with the opportunity to offer feedback throughout the process.  They want to be kept up-to-date on the progress of the system and future plans so that they can plan and build their interfaces.
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