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‘Introduction

Grants are almost as old as the United States itself.
Following the nation’s founding, in 1785, the Land
Ordinance was passed, creating one of the first grant
programs in United States history.” This Ordinance
provided land grants to states and veterans. Since
then, federal and state grants and block grants have
been a critical tool to provide aid to states, local
governments, nonprofit and commercial
organizations, and citizens. Through taxpayer
dollars, grants provide an opportunity for recipients
to receive and utilize funds not otherwise available;
. therefore, it is crucial to be wise stewards of these

~ public funds.

Applying for and receiving a grant is only the first
step in an entity’s financial grant plan. Once
awarded a federal grant, prime recipients
(recipients) are required to deploy these grants
efficiently and effectively. In turn, recipients may
- pass funds down to additional awardees through
application processes. It is important to follow
eligibility and compliance checks for each of the
awardees to facilitate a trustworthy, transparent,
and effective process.

1 United States, Continental Congress. Land Ordinance of 1785

-

When Federal grants are'd re
government agency to a prime K
two distinct types of users: subrecipients and
beneficiaries. Subrecipients are t"h'ird-party entities,
such as smaller governments, non-profits, or
educational institutions, that receive a portion of the
grant funds from the primary grant recipient to carry
out part of the grant program. They are responsible
for adhering to the federal grant’s requirements and
managing the funds appropriately. Beneficiaries, on
the other hand, are individuals or groups who
directly benefit from the services or activities funded
by the grant, without having the responsibility of
managing the grant funds. For the sake of simplicity,
both “subrecipients” and “beneficiaries” will be
referred to as "awardees" throughout this paper.




Designing and executing a grant
application process for awardees

In recent years, significant federal funding has been
allocated through major appropriations like the
American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA), the Infrastructure
Investments and Jobs Act (IlJA), and the Inflation
Reduction Act (IRA). These laws provide substantial
opportunity to address public priorities such as
infrastructure, energy, technology, healthcare, and
community services. Furthermore, state budgets
provide additional funding for areas such as
healthcare, education, infrastructure, and economic
development. As we move into 2025, states may
also receive additional funding through block grants,
which allow for more flexible use with reduced
federal oversight.

Some recipients incorrectly assume that grant
awards can be used carte blanche. To protect
against this, many grants are bound by specified
written agreements, rules, and regulations, which
the recipient should consider comply with. Even if
these rules are not in place, responsible stewardship
of grant operations and transparency of funding
spend is important to respect the funding source of
taxpayer funds and helps maintain public trust.

The recipientis not alone in pursuing a well-
executed grant program. It's important to keep the
end goal in mind, as auditors may evaluate program
implementation both during and after the grant
period. They will have a keen interest in how program
guidance was set up and whether it was followed. To
uphold program effectiveness, specifically for grant
programs requiring development of an application
process for awardees, the following four steps
should be followed:

e |Initiate the process

¢ Implement minimum thresholds

e Assess for quality data in scoring and
comparison

e Rank applications
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Initiate the process: defining scope,
goals, and selection criteria

Awardee selection cannot begin without a defined
grant scope, established goals, or selection criteria.
An effective way to implement awardee selection is
through a competitive process. Well-defined goals
frame how applicants can be evaluated, compared,
and measured when evaluating potential awardees.

Case Study

In 2022, Deloitte assisted a county government
to support the administration of their $140+
million ARPA State and Local Fiscal Recovery
Fund (SLFRF) grant. The county needed help
selecting awardees. Deloitte worked closely
with the county to analyze the SLFRF scope,
create 6 priority areas, assessed according to
eight criteria, including:

e Equity: cultivation of consistent fair, just,
and impartial treatment of all individuals

Financial Continuity: avoidance of imposing
costs beyond the use of funding itself

Impact: benefits for county residents

Leverage: demonstration of braiding funding
sources to increase overall benefits

Risk Mitigation: plan to address anticipated
risks

Project Budget: clear and realistic financial
plan to complete the project activities

Project Plan: clear schedule, feasibility,
quality, and scope of project

Key Performance Indicators: ability to
measure and report impact

Ultimately, Deloitte supported the county’s
evaluation of 300+ applicants, resulting in the
selection of 90+ awardees.
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Once the scope is well understood, the recipient has
three potential methods to select awardees, based
on the level of grant resources available. The first
method is to select awardees based on minimum
requirements. This should occur in limited
circumstances such as when ample funding exists
and requirements are broad. Essentially, if an
applicant addresses the criteria, they are
automatically given the award.

In more common scenarios, such as with more
limited resources and narrow requirements,
awardee selection may entail competition; selection
criteria will have to involve bids or “scoring” that
ranks grant applications and ultimately awards the
applications with the greater rank. The other
awardee selection methods listed below involve this
competition. Scoring criteria can be used to reflect
grant-specific goals and requirements. For example,
price will regularly be a select determinant, while
some applications may also measure factors such
as labor practices, technology used, or
environmental history.

The second potential awarding process is called
invitation to bid (ITB). ITBs should be used only if the
grant scope is well-defined and concrete; the
decision to determine an awardee is based on price.
For example, in pre-determined and clearly specified
construction projects with no room for scope
negotiation, the recipient may undergo a sealed bid
process where interested applicants have to submit
written and closed bids where, after a deadline,

the applications will be opened and the award will
be determined based on competitive price.

The third awarding process is dynamic and based on
factors more numerous and complex than means-
tested qualification and lowest price. It involves
more broad scoring. When defining competitive
selection criteria for awardees, it is important to
numerically consider critical project effectiveness
indicators such as speed to deployment, financial
stability, compliance experience, and additional
contextual criteria specific to the project scope. For
example, in the above case study, county
government started with a broad scope, then refined
their 6 priority areas into 27 standardized delivery
metrics within their application that could be
quantified and measures. Itis also important to
decide how to weight these criteria when evaluating
applications. For example, will criteria be weighted
evenly, or will different criteria have different
weights, based on desired outcomes? When
evaluating awardees, what is the recipient’s risk
tolerance? Are they willing to weight speed to
deployment more heavily than historical compliance
and financial stability? If the recipient prefers a lower
risk, they may prefer to weight historical compliance
and financial stability of potential awardees more
heavily than swifter speed to deployment. Knowing
the recipient’s risk appetite and tolerance can help
guide how to design the scoring of applications.
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Implement minimum thresholds

Minimum thresholds are the standard by which an
applicant is eligible to be considered for selection
and project effectiveness. The grant recipient should
understand what is minimally acceptable from the
grant regulations and overall purpose. The recipient
wants to screen for high-quality performance
amongst potential awardees and can leverage a
performance minimum threshold to filter low-quality
awardee applications.

Because grant recipients can expect multiple
applications from interested potential awardees, it is
important to establish a minimum quality evaluation
threshold for applications to achieve before
advancing to award consideration. Doing so saves
time by efficiently filtering out low-quality
applications or potentially high-risk awardees.

Examples of quick criteria by which to filter
applications may include:

e Completeness of application,

e Timely submission of application,

e Ability to meet project cost share,

e Relevant experience of applicant,

e Timeline of proposed period of performance,
e Proof of insurance policies,

e Levelofneed,

e Levelofimpact,

e Other applicable minimum standards.

Criteria can be contextualized based on project
scope. For example: a broadband infrastructure
project that requires fiber technology can easily
disqualify an applicant internet service provider that
only has experience building cable technology; a
carbon capture energy project can promptly
disqualify an applicant company that only operates
solar panels. Another example is a housing or rental
assistance program that receives applications from
entities that clearly don’t meet income or residence
requirements for housing and utility assistance.
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Case Study

In 2021, Deloitte began working with a state
government to support the grant applications
intake for their $150+ million Emergency Rental
Assistance Program (ERAP) grant.

By clearly defining minimum thresholds based
on residency, income, and need-based
requirements, Deloitte and the state were able
to accept 45,000+ applications and objectively
filter out 35,000+ for not meeting those gating
criteria. This process saved time evaluating
applications by separating high-quality and low-
quality applications, ultimately leading to
efficient awardee selection and project
execution that effectively met its $25+ million
rental assistance mission until closeout in 2023.

By clearly and transparently defining minimum
standards before awardee evaluation, grant
recipients can focus more attention to scoring,
ranking, and selecting high-quality, low-risk
awardees who meet program requirements.

Assess for quantitative, quality data in
scoring and comparison

One of the primary goals of grants is to allocate
funds impartially to the intended awardees.
Maintaining consistency throughout the application
intake and evaluation process is critical to
maintaining impartiality. The development of the
grant application template should strive to use
quantitative data as much as possible because they
are simpler to measure and calculate than
qualitative. In the instance qualitative data is
required, it can be translated into quantitative data
through identifying themes or assigning a score
indicating the strength of the response. This may
involve a manual process or tool such as artificial
intelligence (Al) assistance. Examples of quantitative
data include historical years of experience, number
of effective grants administered and complied with,
potential matching funds to the grants, number of
employees dedicated to the grant, entity solvency,
industry ratings, projected timeline of completion,
etc.
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These attributes can be described numerically.
Prioritizing and consistently weighing quantitative
data allows for a consistently calculable and
predictable process.

Quality data is an important requirement when
evaluating potential awardees. Without quality data,
itis impossible to compare potential awardees to
each other. Furthermore, beyond the selection
process, quality data helps evaluate performance
indicators during operation and final project
effectiveness and impact. Even with a clear scope
and application scoring system, without quality
data, itis challenging to separate strong applications
from inflated, high-risk applications.

Quality data and low-quality data can be
differentiated via various methods such as data
comprehensiveness and consistency. For example:
if an application includes blank cells in mandatory
fields, itis an incomplete and low-quality
application. However, if even optional fields are
filled, the application can be considered detailed, to
be further reviewed for quality level. Another
example includes data consistency. In the
application narrative, if figures are inconsistent with
other areas of the application or a public website, or
if a breakdown of presented figures does not equal
the sum, it is difficult to analyze data accuracy and
can be considered low-quality. If an applicant is
unable to demonstrate consistency across the
application, this may be a good indicator that they
should not pass the minimum threshold to advance
for consideration.

Of course, remedial flexibility exists. If an application
with poor-quality data is identified before the
application deadline has passed, the grant recipient
may choose to allow the awardee applicant to
remediate. If itis determined that an awardee
continues to have poor-quality data even after
remediation, they should be disqualified from
consideration due to unreliable data, regardless of
application score. Once quality data applications
are identified, they can move on to be considered for
awardee selection, with high confidence in data
integrity and the resulting scoring calculation.
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Rank applications: utilizing metrics,
scoring, and reviews

Effective project execution, via federal compliance,
helps to drive responsible stewardship of taxpayer
funds.. Maintaining one’s competitive,
preestablished awardee selection procedures, and
ranked scores is essential to carry this to
completion.

Recipients can test their scoring and ranking
process by choosing reviewers to repeat their
process. If consistent and predictable; reviewers
should be able to read evaluation criteria, analyze an
application, and ultimately reach similar
conclusions or scores. When selecting reviewers,
prioritize those with independence, objectivity,
analytical skills, and attention to detail. When
designing the review process, recipients and
reviewers may also be able to automate reviews for
streamlined applications that are dichotomous or
nominalin nature. To be effective, the process
should be streamlined and repeatable so that
applicants know how their submissions were
evaluated and how their scores were calculated,
with minimal subjectivity.

After scores are calculated, they should be ranked in
this phase to identify potential awardees with low
risk for project execution; this is separate from the
previous phase where applications were measured
for data quality. In this phase, remaining
applications have high-quality data and are now
ranked for risk and likelihood of project
effectiveness. These risk scores and their rankings
are called risk assessments.

Assessing risk should be ongoing as, in addition to
pre-award decisions, federal regulations in 2 CFR
200 require regular post-award risk assessment
updates.



How Deloitte can assist

Deloitte has over 30 years of experience in managing
more than $145 billion in grant funding. Through this
experience, our team has served in each aspect of
the grant application process.

Deloitte can assist recipients in designing grant
programs and facilitating application processes.
Furthermore, our team can aid recipients in building
compliance procedures throughout the grants
administration process to facilitate compliance for
each of the awardees expending grant funding
dollars. Deloitte can help organizations in the
following ways:

1. Application development: Deloitte can assistin
application development by analyzing the scope,
goals, and selection criteria of the grant award. A
targeted application can be created tailored to
your grant’s specific selection criteria, keeping
your organization’s stakeholder’s end goals and
mission in mind.

2. Quality review of application data: Once
applications are submitted, Deloitte can
individually review each one to assess the quality
of data provided and separate low-quality
applications; this will ease your administrative
burden by prioritizing focus on high-quality, low
risk applications.

3. Facilitation of application scoring: Once grants
have been received and advanced to evaluation,
Deloitte can analyze, score, and rank each
application. Deloitte can provide a detailed
calculation and reasoning for each applicant’s
score, streamlining your organization’s final
management decisions during the awardee
selection process.

4. Grant program design: Deloitte can advise you
through the phases of your grant program from
design through subaward execution, helping you
think through decision points, such as potential

07

change requests, mitigating risk without
compromising on federal compliance, program
delivery, and effectiveness.

5. Awardee monitoring and technical assistance:
Once you choose awardees, Deloitte can
conduct awardee monitoring (if applicable)
and/or technical assistance, working closely with
your new awardees to guide them through their
compliance and reporting requirements,
proactively identifying roadblocks to keep them
on schedule and on budget.

6. Custom tools to fit your grant application
circumstances: No grant is the same; Deloitte
can build a framework tailored to you and your
specific grant. We understand certain programs
require only a grass-roots design, while other
ongoing programs may benefit from a custom-
developed platform to execute the application
process.

In conclusion, designing and executing an effective
grant application process is needed for helping to
demonstrate that public funds are utilized efficiently
and transparently. By following a structured
approach that includes defining the scope,
implementing minimum thresholds, assessing data
quality, and ranking applications, grant recipients
can significantly enhance the integrity and impact of
their programs. This process not only safeguards
against the misuse of funds, but also upholds public
trust and compliance with federal regulations.

Leveraging Deloitte's extensive experience and
tailored approaches can further streamline this
process, providing organizations with the required
tools and experience to manage their grant programs
effectively. Together, we can foster a more
accountable and effective grant administration
landscape, ultimately driving meaningful outcomes
for communities and stakeholders alike.
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