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1.  BACKGROUND 
The Grants.gov Program Team wants to test the conceptual process of the Apply function of Grants.gov with potential users of the system before the first pilot of the storefront is launched at the end of June.  Rockbridge Associates, Inc. was retained to conduct a research effort to gather potential grant applicants’ and grant making agencies’ reactions to the initial concept of functionality.  

In May 2003, potential users from the grant community (“grantees”) received an invitation with step-by-step instructions to re-submit a previously awarded grant to a test website which simulated the anticipated process of the Grants.gov system.  Likewise, grant making agencies (“grantors”) were also given instructions and asked to visit the test website to download and review the applications that had been submitted by their respective grantees. Upon completion of their respective roles, all participants were contacted to provide feedback on their experiences with the functionality.  

Feedback was gathered using two methods: semi-structured telephone interviews and a semi-structured web survey.  Interviews were conducted with 10 grantors and 9 grantees, while 6 grantors and 12 grantees provided input via the web survey.  In all, feedback was obtained from 16 grantors and 21 grantees, out of 33 grantors and 28 grantees who agreed to participate in the Test of the Edges pilot process.  

The web survey included 14 questions for grantors and 17 questions for grantees.  All of the questions from the web survey were covered in the telephone interview, along with a few more probing questions, which amounted to nearly 1 hour of discussion.  Both interviews covered the following topics:

· Overall impressions of the Test of the Edges process

· Evaluation of the application download functionality (grantees only) 

· Evaluation of the electronic application forms (grantees only)

· Submission of applications and registration with DUNS/CCR (grantees only)

· Evaluation of the application retrieval process (grantors only)

· Evaluation of the review and confirmation process (grantors only)

· Customer support needs

· Comparison of the Grants.gov functionality with their current processes, highlighting any suggestions for the future.

This research process is viewed as a qualitative methodology aimed at providing direction to ideas. It does not purport to measure the prevalence of opinions in the broader population.  Satisfaction ratings were collected in the surveys to provide context, but these are not tabulated in the report.

2. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

To test the basic functionality of the planned Grants.gov system, potential grant applicants (grantees) submitted applications through a test website, and grant making agency representatives (grantors) retrieved the applications. Interviews and surveys were completed in May 2003 by Rockbridge Associates, Inc. to gain feedback from 16 grantors and 21 grantees on their experiences. The following are the key findings from the research:

Overall Impressions of the Test of the Edges Process (Section 4.1)

· Grantees and grantors are generally pleased and highly satisfied with the concept and basic functionality of the Grants.gov system.  What is most important to them is that it works, meaning it transmits information properly, and is an easy and quick process.  They find the user instructions particularly helpful in completing the process.

· Their experiences were generally good, although some had minor technological hurdles that impacted their satisfaction. They also offer some suggestions for improvement, such as using “smart” forms that re-capture data and make calculations for them.   

Evaluation of Application Download Functionality (Section 4.2) – Grantees only

· Grantees are satisfied with the download process and most had no problems, saying it was easy and straightforward. However, many were missing some of the agency-specific or unsolicited forms they needed to fill in. 

· A few of the grantees had some trouble downloading the appropriate version of Adobe Acrobat, although nearly all of them feel it is reasonable to ask that they have the most recent version loaded.

Electronic Application Forms Evaluation (Section 4.3) – Grantees only

· Satisfaction with the electronic version of the application forms is mixed.  A few grantees had some problems with error messages and being able to properly enter information into the form fields.  

· While most find the forms to be simple and easy, some grantees feel they are too simple. That is, many would prefer a much more interactive design, for example, a question and answer driven session or at the very least, forms that calculate their totals and bring in information from previous submissions. 

· Most grantees have multiple people working on the grant application and providing approvals, so many would prefer a system that allows them to share the documents and access them simultaneously.

Submitting the Application (Section 4.4) – Grantees only

· Grantees are highly satisfied with the process of submitting their applications.  The process is easy to understand, simple to complete, and quick.   Aside from some password issues, the login process is also easy and straightforward.  It is simple to attach files and the file validation feature is useful and reassuring.  In the end, the confirmation e-mails provide valuable information and are considered necessary to have. 

· For the most part, grantees are able to include and upload all the information they need for their applications.  The major problem is including documents that are not in electronic form, such as originals of documents, letters, reports, etc.  

· Grantees are pleased with the confirmation page and e-mail from the agency verifying receipt.  In a real situation, these would almost always be saved on a computer or be printed out for paper files. The process of sending multiple confirmations, one from Grants.gov and one from the agency, may create some confusion among applicants who would expect to receive only one notice.

Registration for DUNS and CCR (Section 4.5) – Grantees only

· The great majority of grantees already had a Data Universal Numbering System (DUNS) number before they submitted the application, so this did not present problems.  In contrast, over a third had to register with the Central Contractor Registry (CCR).  This process, done primarily on the web, was problematic for almost everyone.  The main issue is that the process was time consuming – the site required a lot of information, had usability issues, and required the grantee employee to chase down information from multiple departments.  Another problem was applicants had difficulty finding the necessary codes (e.g., Standard Industrial Classification Codes or SICs).  And, the site seemed to be geared more for goods and services providers rather than non-profits and governments, creating some concern of whether it was completed properly.

Evaluation of Application Retrieval Functionality and Opening the Completed Application (Section 4.6) – Grantors only

· Grantors are generally satisfied with the process of retrieving the completed applications, although they do have some minor questions about how this new process will work with their current handling of applications. Most of their questions have to do with how they will be able to manipulate the pieces of the application through the download process.  They have a number of specific requests related to those questions. 

· Using WinZip created some hassles for a few grantors. For example, a few were confused when they received zipped files embedded within the original zip file they downloaded. However, like grantees, nearly all grantors feel it is reasonable to expect them to be able to use a common software program such as WinZip. 

Evaluation of the Review and Confirmation Process (Section 4.7) – Grantors only

· For the most part, grantors feel the applications are accurately represented through the Test of the Edges. A few inaccuracies surfaced but grantors are uncertain if they are a product of system error or grantee input error.

· The confirmations (upon grantor retrieval; one to grantor, one to grantee) go somewhat unnoticed by grantors.  Those who do remember them say they adequately meet their needs. 

· Upon review of the applications they retrieved, most grantors believe the Grants.gov system will be more efficient in the long run, but they anticipate a slow migration within their agencies to adjust to the changes in procedure and to build the proper interfaces to make it successful. 

Customer Support Tools (Section 4.8)

· Grantees and grantors have similar customer support needs when using Grants.gov.  The most popular customer support tools are telephone customer support and a Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) section.  Many are also interested in having a downloadable help guide and a help section on the site.  For some, email customer support would be useful too.  Few would like to have online chat support or an Interactive Voice Response (IVR) for help.

Comparison of Grants.gov (Section 4.9)

· Grantees tend to believe that Grants.gov is an improvement over their current process of applying for grants.  They find the Grants.gov process quicker and more efficient because they are not dealing with paper.  The biggest advantage to them is that they do not have to make copies and mail them, which saves them time during the submission process.  Other benefits they see to the system are a less labor-intensive search process, more security through the use of application receipts, and a quicker review process by the agencies.
· Grantors are mixed in their reactions to Grants.gov.  Many feel the process is the same as their current one because they received the same information from the grantee as they did using the original process.  However, others see advantages to the Grants.gov process.  The benefits include fewer application errors and more complete applications, and a quicker and more efficient review and approval process. 
3.  IMPLICATIONS

Grantees and grantors see the potential of a streamlined electronic granting process and look forward to reaping the benefits associated with the Grants.gov implementation.  The success of the Grants.gov system will largely depend on getting buy-in from the users of the system. Considering grantees’ and grantors’ reactions to the Test of the Edges will bring the effort one step closer to building a successful unified electronic grants portal. The following are key implications from the users’ feedback:

· Grants.gov should consider capitalizing on the electronic medium to meet user expectations.  While both grantees and grantors think the pilot system works well, simply providing the same forms in an electronic format provides limited advantages over their current processes. Because they are going through the hassle of switching their internal processes to interface with the system, their expectation is that it will not only be ‘similar’ but ‘better’ than their current processes. To them, ‘better’ means no re-entry of information and no hand calculations, and online storage of documents to provide access to multiple parties simultaneously. Some grantees and grantors suggest Grants.gov take technology a step further. Because they have experienced more advanced interactive designs elsewhere, they would prefer the Grants.gov system to walk them through the application process in a “smart” question and answer driven format to further reduce their burden.    

· Detailed help guides or instructions for getting set up will need to be readily available to new users of the system.  Many of the problems encountered are a result of downloading or using applications that users are less familiar with, such as Adobe Acrobat and WinZip, or registering for the CCR.  Detailed instructions with time estimates as well as telephone support and a FAQ section on the site will go a long way in helping grantees and grantors to successfully navigate the system, particularly for their first use.   

· Further test the system for specific usability.  While this research effort was aimed more to test user reactions to the overall concept of information transfer, rather than to identify specific errors in data transfer, several problems surfaced related to data transfer that will need to be addressed in the full usability testing to come. Aside from minor inaccuracies and difficulties with specific entries, of particular concern to grantees and grantors is their ability to attach a large number of supporting documents and dealing with electronic signatures and approvals.  Further measurement of user satisfaction with these areas with the final prototype is recommended.  
· Communications should tout time savings and error reductions.  Although more detailed information was gathered in previous research efforts regarding the most appropriate messaging, participants in the Test of the Edges have a unique perspective having interacted with a simulation of the system.  For grantees, the most salient benefit of the electronic system is that they are able to finish and submit their applications on the due date, rather than having files prepared for copying and mailing days prior to the deadline.  Grantors repeatedly reference the reduction in data entry errors that result from such an electronic, error-checking process.  Thus, these aspects should play a key role in future messaging and communications targeted to these audiences. 

Other considerations for the Grants.gov team that are more tactical in nature include the following:

· Have only one confirmation email to avoid confusion.

· Allow a greater number of supporting documents to be attached to the applications (more than 10). 

· Allow users to print documents from their screens at all times.

· Clearly state the precautionary measures in place in case of high volume, security, login/logout, authentications, etc. to reassure users and manage their expectations.

· Consider offering a practice area for submitting and retrieving applications.

· Work with grantor agencies to get a consensus of the best document formats to allow for submissions and the best format for receiving completed applications. 

· Place controls on grantors editing or changing information in submitted applications.

· Provide the necessary information to help and enable agencies in building and adapting their internal systems to properly interface with Grants.gov.

4.  DETAILED FINDINGS

4.1 
Overall Impressions of the Test of the Edges Process 

Among the grantees and grantors who participated in the Test of the Edges, nearly two-thirds are highly satisfied (rating 8 to 10 on a 10-point scale) with the functionality of the Grants.gov system.  Most of the others are moderately satisfied.  Simply, grantees and grantors like that the Test of the Edges worked, and the process is easy to use, paperless and quick. Both groups say that the instructions and users manual that they received helped them a great deal by giving them step-by-step guidance. Grantees in particular view it as a “neat” new way to submit applications that has the potential for making the process more efficient. 

However, many grantees and grantors indicate that the process they viewed falls short of their expectations of a web-based system that should capitalize on the technology available. For example, both groups mention a desire for calculations in forms or abandonment of forms altogether in favor of a question and answer driven process like that of TurboTax, which would fill in forms based on responses to questions.  They also balk at the registration and setup time and steps required; for example, having to upgrade their version of Adobe Acrobat or figuring out how to find files in WinZip.  A few prefer to skip the downloading altogether, opting for just viewing and printing. 

Both grantees and grantors have general concerns about proper authentication and security checks, and the need for a back up plan if the system fails during processing.  Grantors are particularly concerned about capacity issues and back-end integration and translation of data.  They also notice that they are never asked to log out of the system. Grantees’ satisfaction is impacted by more specific technology issues that resulted from their experiences, such as small problems with passwords, hassles in reformatting documents to appear accurately in an electronic format, not having enough character space in form fields, and getting inappropriate error messages that prevented them from moving on. 

Lastly, grantees wonder about the inclusion of certain support documents that are not easily transformed into an electronic format. They also notice some unnecessary re-entry of data and unclear instructions, which affect their overall satisfaction.

4.2
Evaluation of Application Download Functionality 
(Grantees Only) 


Most grantees are highly satisfied with the process of downloading the application forms. Most feel the process is easy and straightforward.  A few grantees mentioned again that they would rather not download or use “old” forms but would prefer a web-based question and answer format that would automatically fill in the forms. 

Most grantees did not find all the necessary forms to submit their applications.  Most notable forms missing are those related to assurances and certifications, although grantees say they either ignored the need for signatures or uploaded the additional forms from their previous records.  

About half of the grantees needed to upgrade their Adobe Acrobat version.  Some viewed this as an inconvenience and suggest that Grants.gov needs to provide a better link making it easier to find the upgrade to the right version. There were also a few grantees who were unable to download or upgrade to the appropriate version of Adobe Acrobat because of internal downloading restrictions, lowering their satisfaction with the downloading process. Most grantees feel it is reasonable to ask them to have the right version in order to fill in the forms. Many say it is good to have the Government encourage all organizations to keep technologically up-to-date. 

4.3
Electronic Application Forms Evaluation (Grantees Only)  
Just over half of grantees are highly satisfied with the process of filling out the application forms in the Test of the Edges format.  The rest of the grantees feel there is room for improvement.  

While many feel the forms are easy to work with and understandable, most expect the forms to calculate totals and accommodate more information than some fields allow.  Also, a few grantees receive logic error messages when there are no errors in the logic. For example, one grantee indicates that the zip code field does not accept valid zip codes beginning with zero. A few grantees also have to re-enter information due to small technical difficulties throughout the process.

Grantees mention that they would like to be able to stop and save their progress in filling out the forms and then go back to it at a later point in time. Again, they mention that simply fitting the 8.5 x 11 inch paper forms onto a computer screen actually makes it harder to manage input and would like the process to take more advantage of the electronic nature of the system. If it were browser-based, grantees would be able to click on ‘print’ and ‘submit’ as is familiar to them. Also, one grantee cites that the process takes longer than one imagines.  

While a few grantees personally do all the work in pulling together applications, most have more than one person working on them.  Some grantees mention that they do not feel the Grants.gov system is “friendly” to multiple users.  Processes vary but often there are multiple people pulling together information for various parts of the application, getting internal approvals, electronically integrating all parts, and then submitting the application. Some have used other systems that allow multiple accesses to various parts of their submissions simultaneously and would prefer the Grants.gov system to operate this way.

Nearly all grantees note that multiple people review the applications before they are submitted. Sometimes this is done via a paper copy and signatures, other times electronically. The budgets in particular need to be approved by many departments before submission and there are also sometimes outside agencies or governing bodies that need to give approvals. Again, grantees mention some systems such as the National Science Foundation system that allows for document sharing in the approval process as a model they would prefer.  

4.4
Submitting the Application (Grantees Only)

Grantees are highly satisfied with the process of submitting (or as a number call it, “uploading”) the grant application during the Test of the Edges.  All but one rate the process an 8, 9 or 10 on a 10-point scale.  

The process is viewed as easy to understand, easy to complete (just “upload and click”) and quick.  Although one applicant complains of “excruciatingly detailed instructions” and another could find no instructions in the manual, the process is considered to be self-explanatory, clearly defined, and requiring little instruction or help.  Applicants also feel reassured by the confirmation e-mails they receive.  The one individual who is dissatisfied with the process finds it to be easy and efficient, but is concerned because the materials sent to the agency arrived blank.

Grantees feel the process of attaching and uploading files is efficient and requires minimal steps to complete.  For example, one individual who had never submitted a grant electronically compares Test of the Edges with the process of uploading information for technical conferences and finds this one to be much more streamlined.  Applicants find it easy to attach documents and like the ability to attach multiple files at a single time.  They also like being able to submit a single electronic version of the application rather than making photocopies and shipping materials by courier.  

The confirmation emails are an important reason for satisfaction with the process, since grantees are understandably concerned about knowing their applications arrive properly.  One applicant would like to receive acknowledgements or award letters by the same path.

Ability to Accommodate Files.  For the most part, grantees are able to include all the forms they want with the submission.  However, a number mention that not all documents they need to send are readily available in an electronic format.  With a non-electronic process, it is possible to include originals or photocopies, but in this process they need to be converted to electronic format, and may even require scanning.  As examples, an applicant might want to submit published reports, journal articles, letters of support, an IRS letter of tax exempt status, supporting documents, documents with signatures, or an Excel spreadsheet budget.

Some have a concern with the format of the files that can be uploaded.  There may be a need to reformat documents or reenter information from databases in order to upload.  It is also helpful to be able to accommodate common file formats such as Excel. And, it is important to make file requirements clear in the instructions before documents are prepared.  

Grants.gov must also consider situations where there is an established electronic format for transmission from applicants to a grantor.  In particular, one grantee uploads information directly from WinSAGA to the agency.  In addition, there is standard information that the agency retains for this grantee, which should not have to be reentered continuously, but only updated annually.  Ultimately, the agency must change the way it collects the information from grantees or convert its system into a new format; changing the WinSAGA format would be a problem because the system has an important archival function.  

Validating files.  Another feature tested in Test of the Edges is the ability to validate that all required forms are attached.  All applicants find this to be a useful feature.  As with any grant process, they want to verify that the package is complete.  The validation capability is not only convenient, but also reassuring.

Login Process.  For the most part, the login process is easy, straightforward, and problem free.  A couple had problems with their passwords not working on the system, but these were cleared up after e-mailing the help desk.  In the future, the need for DUNS and CCR information could cause problems, and a couple just ignored the CCR registration in the pilot.  Applicants need to know in advance that it may take time to get a DUNS number. 

Confirmation Page and Confirmation e-mail.  Grantees are pleased to obtain confirmation of their application.  Not only do they need reassurance, but the nature of the granting process makes it necessary to have proof that the application arrived on time.  Almost everyone reacts positively to the receipt of the first confirmation, the page sent by Grants.gov.  Applicants like the fact that it comes quickly, and most feel that the information it contains meets their needs.  One grantee is concerned that the page appeared to have errors, including a DUNS number that was all 9’s and blanks for the contact name and phone number. 

The e-mail confirming the agency received the application is generally well-received and considered valuable.  Again, it is reassuring that the agency received and is reviewing the application.   However, the multiple submissions may be causing some confusion.  A couple of grantees can only recall receiving one confirmation, and there is some suggestion that multiple emails may be redundant or even too much.  There is also a concern whether the application arrived on time when the second e-mail came days later.  Grants.gov might also investigate whether the system routes both confirmations to the same sender, since some can only find one notification in their inbox.  And finally, one applicant notes that the confirmation has the name of the wrong office.

Everyone keeps a copy of the confirmations, which mirrors their behavior with a paper process where they would obtain a receipt if possible and keep it on file.  Many print out the confirmations for their paper files.  However, a number of applicants prefer to store the confirmations electronically.

4.5
Registration for DUNS and CCR (Grantees Only) 
The great majority of grantees already had a DUNS number before they agreed to participate in the Test of the Edges, so obtaining one was not an issue for them.  Some had to contact other departments within their organization to find the information.  

One grantee obtained the number over the telephone.  They got their number verbally right away and were told that it would be effective the next business day, which it was.  Two others signed up online.  They had no problems filling out the forms, but neither had received a DUNS number at the time of the interview, which for one was several weeks after submitting the request.  One of these applicants also notes that they could not find a category for non-profits.

It is important to note that most of these grantees are experienced enough to already have a DUNS number.  In the future, there may be many who are going through the process for the first time.  Although this is based on only a couple of situations, it may be worth investigating the efficiency of the online process, and to consider what an applicant must do if they apply online but do not have a response when it is close to the deadline for submission of applications.

While these grantees tended to have DUNS numbers already, over a third had to register with the Central Contract Registry (CCR).  With the exception of one who considered it a “piece of cake,” grantees had problems.  Nearly all registered with the CCR over the web.  One did not know their CCR number and telephoned to request it, but it took at least two weeks to come in the mail. 

The problems they encounter when registering over the web include the following:

· Completing the CCR is time consuming, requiring a lot of information.  The site is not user friendly; for example, it has fields labeled as “not required,” but does not accept a submission unless they are completed.  It is not always clear what fields mean or what should be inserted; for example, it asks for different kinds of points-of-contact, but it is not obvious who they should be.  Also, much of the information has to be chased down from different departments within the grantee organization.  This problem is compounded because the site apparently requires complete information in a section before allowing the user to move to the next section; one individual had to print the forms and gather all the information beforehand.  Looking back, one grantee estimates that the whole process took four hours, including two hours chasing down information (which is unusually fast because the pilot is a priority).

· It is difficult finding specific codes, such as the NAIC number and SIC Code, often requiring wading through pages of information and large code lists.  It is especially hard looking up SIC codes.

· Much of the information is geared for goods and services providers rather than non-profits, creating uncertainty about whether the right kinds of information are being provided.  To illustrate, the field for “business type” does not include a category for “state government,” so a grantee might have to choose “non-profit.”

Perhaps in the future, grantees will go through the process once and not have to repeat it.  However, there may still be problems with those in organizations that are already registered, since they have to track down numbers within an organization or from the CCR directly. 

4.6
Evaluation of Application Retrieval Functionality and Opening the Completed Application (Grantors Only) 

A majority of grantors are highly satisfied with the process of downloading completed applications, while a few are less satisfied.  Many say their main concern is that the process works, which it does for most, including the login.  

Grantors are also highly satisfied with the process of reviewing the applications, although using WinZip is a challenge for some grantors, which affects their satisfaction.  Some examples of these problems are needing to call the help desk to figure out how to use WinZip, coming across zipped files embedded or nested within the original zipped files (which is confusing and makes it hard to figure out who is submitting each piece), receiving two different 424 forms (one partially complete) from the same applicant, and overall, dealing with what they feel is a time-consuming process just to download.  Those who have WinZip and are familiar with it remember it being a tough learning curve when they first used it and encourage additional instruction on its use. Upgrading the Adobe Acrobat version is not necessary for most, and even for those who do need to upgrade, it does not present problems.  Nearly all grantors feel it is fair to expect those using the system to have and be able to operate both WinZip and Adobe Acrobat, as they are both a part of mainstream business.

Although grantors are generally satisfied with the process outside of the minor WinZip issues, they also cite some additional and miscellaneous desires for improving the download process including:

· the option to practice downloading with sample submissions and to do it with XML files rather than PDF files (to test the planned system), 

· the ability to specify the formats that each agency will accept attachments in (or only accept ASCII text) to ensure a hassle-free translation to XML, 

· getting each applicant’s package in a separate zip file and then each attachment in a separate file as well so that reviewers can quickly review only the section pertaining to them, 

· the ability to print directly from the application,

· not allowing grantors to edit or change downloaded files (remain read-only),

· getting an email when there are applications ready to be retrieved from the system, and

· the ability to go back to previously downloaded applications to download them again in case of failure.
4.7 Evaluation of the Review and Confirmation Process 
(Grantors Only)

Most of the applications that were downloaded appear to be the same as the original applications, according to most grantors. There are a few grantors who disagree, saying that the applications are worse, mostly because there are inaccuracies or pieces missing that they would like to see, such as attachments or certifications.  Some grantors are uncertain if the inaccuracies are due to system error or if the grantees made mistakes in their submissions. For example, one application had a DUNS number of all “9”s, another had a blank 424, and one grantor received two different 424 forms from the same applicant but one of them was incomplete and the forms appeared to be for two different programs. 

Half of the grantors remember receiving the confirmation page telling them they had retrieved the application successfully, and feel it was adequate, including the appropriate information. The other half does not recall a confirmation page or in one grantor’s case, he/she indicates receipt of multiple confirmations even though the process was unsuccessful, thus questioning the value of the confirmation.  Most grantors do not recall reviewing an email that the applicant would get. Those who do remember say it looks fine. 

Upon review, a few grantors comment that this electronic submission of the application is valuable because it requires that the form be complete before submission, reducing errors. However, another grantor feels that the process is compromised because a grantor can enter an application and edit its information.  

Overall, grantors believe that this is a more direct and efficient way of handling applications.  They like being able to share them electronically and foresee an eventual acceleration of the overall management process.  

Grantors see a need to adjust their internal systems to interface with the Grants.gov system and hope that they can eventually download applications directly.  In the meantime, they realize even their person-to-system handling and review procedures will need some adjustment and they anticipate a gradual movement that might be difficult to learn at first; however, they appear willing to embrace the change. 

4.8
Customer Support Tools 

Grantees and grantors would like a range of customer support tools offered on the storefront.  The two most popular are telephone customer support and FAQ’s.  Telephone customer support offers the advantage of being real-time, which is important when an issue needs to be addressed quickly. 

A downloadable help guide or manual and a help section on the site are also important customer support tools to many grantees and grantors.  One grantee does not want to have to download Adobe Acrobat to view the help guide though.  Grantees envision the help section allowing them to enter a topic of interest to get information about it and providing help on particular fields on the forms.

Email customer support is also a good option for some grantees and grantors.  However, one grantee notes that this type of support can sometimes take too long to receive a response.

Online chats and IVR systems are of little interest to most grantors and grantees.  One grantor believes that an online chat capability would not even be possible in his agency because of security concerns.

Grantees and grantors also mention other customer support tools they would like to see included on Grants.gov.  A couple of grantees would like to have in-person training sessions, although one feels that a conference call or online session is adequate.  A grantor wants to see a support tool similar to the one in Turbo Tax that walks users through the application process before they begin using the storefront.

4.9
Comparison of Grants.gov 
When comparing Grants.gov to their current systems, grantors and grantees have mixed feelings on whether Grants.gov is an improvement.  Grantees tend to think Grants.gov is a better system than the one they currently use to apply for grants, while grantors believe it is about the same as their current systems for receiving grant applications.

Grantees find Grants.gov a better system primarily because it is faster and more efficient.  Most use paper systems currently, so they see a real advantage in being able to work on their applications without worrying about reserving time before the deadline to make copies and mail them to the agency.  In addition, they feel the process is less labor intensive; it takes less effort to find opportunities on Grants.gov than through the Federal Register or CFDA because all grants are in one place, and it is easier to submit applications to Grants.gov.  

Other benefits they see to Grants.gov include receiving a confirmation receipt for the application which provides assurances that their application will be reviewed by the agency, and having a faster review process by grantors that will help them get a decision and their money more quickly.  One grantee also feels Grants.gov is a benefit to grantees because it is on the Internet and is available to all grantees.  A few believe the system is better overall, but still feel burdened with re-creating and formatting the information to fit Grants.gov’s upload process.

A few grantees believe Grants.gov works about the same as their current paper process.  The system continues to make them do everything by hand.  Few grantees think Grants.gov is worse than their current system.  As mentioned, Grants.gov sometimes did not have the forms needed to complete an identical application, and the fields in the 424 form did not have enough room to fit all the information.

Many grantors believe Grants.gov works similarly to their current process.  They feel they received the same information they got from the grantee in the original submission, and there is no change in their processes.  However, some grantors find Grants.gov to be better than their current process.  They believe that the forms have fewer errors and are more complete than they usually get from applicants.  This saves them time in calling applicants to gather the information.  The application is also more accessible to them, because they can make copies and distribute the applications more easily since they are electronic.  They also believe the process is faster and more efficient for them.  They get the applications more quickly and the review and approval processes are faster because there is less paper for them to juggle.

A few grantors find the process to be worse than their current system.  One grantor does not like that someone at his agency can easily change the information in the applicant’s package since it is electronic.  Another did not like that his grantee did not include his attachments, because he did not think he was supposed to do so.

Grantors also note that the process is a benefit to grantees.  They feel grantees will find it easier and more streamlined.
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