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Introduction
The Texas Access to Justice Foundation (TAJF) is considering an upgrade to its grant management software which is currently an independently developed system created in Microsoft Access.  
As a first step, TAJF determined that an overall snapshot of the grant management software industry landscape would provide them with much needed information about the features, functionality, and cost of currently available software.  The services of Joyce Raby were obtained to engage in this industry research and ultimately provide an overview of the Foundation’s options.  What follows are the results of that research.
Working with Joyce, TAJF identified a set of system requirements which articulated all mandatory system functionality as well as a few features that would be desirable.  Next Joyce presented a preliminary list of software to review which was approved by TAJF staff.  Research consisted of: online research of existing software descriptions and reviews, participating in software demonstrations, and finally numerous interviews with software references provided by the vendors. [NB: System Requirement information specific to TAJF has been removed from this document.]
The research has been documented in the following ways.  Each software package reviewed has been summarized according to a few basic measurements; how easy it was to use, the quality of ongoing technical/customer support, the hosting method and first year and annual costs.  A typical cost for implementation based on the desired feature set has been outlined. Follow-up reference checks were completed with current users of each software to get a sense of the “post-purchase” experience and create a realistic set of expectations with regard to ongoing customer and technical support.  
The following products were reviewed:
Altum’s Proposal Central – while Altum’s Easygrants was considered as a potential software, according to Altum staff the EasyGrant product would be very expensive – between $300-500k for the first year installation and implementation with ongoing costs of over $50k per year.  After a brief discussion with the core project team the decision was made to eliminate Easygrants from the slate of software to be reviewed.
ProposalCentral is the “Software As A Service” Altum product – meaning the product is only available as an online application via the Altum website.  Each customer purchasing Proposal Central creates a customized web portal for grantees and foundation staff.   Proposal Central is targeted to medical research grantmakers which occasionally makes for an overly technical feel to the software however; the up side is the system is very sophisticated and powerful.
 MicroEdge’s Essential Gifts and IGAM -  MicroEdge is clearly the “big provider” in the grant management arena.  There are several components or modules available to the end consumer that allows each customer to purchase only what functionality is needed.  Additional modules can be added as needs change.  Essential Gifts is the “core product” which forms the basis for in house grant management.  IGAM – Internet Grant Application Module - is the online grant application system.  Additional modules that may be needed by the Foundation are Budgeting, Document Management, Customizer, and Crystal Report Writer.  Both Essential Gifts and IGAM were reviewed for the purposes of this document.
Cybergrants – This is a hosted (software as a service) product with a strong focus on corporate foundations.  The software is organized around work flow both for the grant administrator and the grantee.  Cybergrants has strong data customization and ad hoc reporting capacity.
Bromelkamp’s First Pearl/eGrant.net – First Pearl is a very traditional database product developed in Microsoft’s Access.  Pearl is the backend portion of a two part system that allows for grant administration and management.   eGrant.net is the front end portion of the software which allows for online intake of data in the form of applications, progress reports, etc.  Pearl is installed in house by each customer; eGrant.net is a hosted only solution available from the Bromelkamp website.  The transfer of data between the eGrant system and Pearl is an automated process managed by the end user.
ChesterCap/Dotche – another software as a service offering focused on the community foundation market.  True to its community foundation roots, Dotche is a comprehensive system with online interfaces for foundation staff, donors, and grantees.  Dotche also has application templates targeted to scholarship recipients.
Closerware – a software as a service offering.  Closerware has strong online reviewer/evaluator components but is lighter on administrative needs such as progress reports, bulk emails, ongoing budget modification, and payment tracking.
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Detailed Product Reviews 
Proposal Central
As a fully hosted solution Proposal Central staff makes all modifications to grant applications, forms, workflow, etc.  This is true for almost all the “software as a service” offerings.  Foundation staff may not make any changes to the system other than from within the reporting facility – which allows for substantial ad hoc reporting.  Modifications to the system done by Proposal Central staff are either free (for minor or quick changes) or are billed out at an hourly rate of $150 per hour.  The determination of cost is based on the complexity of the requested modification.
That said, the implementation period allows for significant customization to the overall system; each customer’s portal is designed (it can mimic your existing website to the extent you want), the applications are developed and tested, reporting requirements are articulated and custom reports developed, and a myriad of other customizations.  It is just important to be clear that “tweaking” as an in house process will be extremely limited with a software as a service product.
Perceived Ease of Use
This software is well laid out and while complex (there is a lot of data to keep track of) the screens where nicely balanced and easy to follow.  The system also has a few noteworthy features – the ability for a grantee to “unsubmit” an application before the application deadline (if for example the grantee wishes to make changes to the application).  Foundation staff may also “unsubmit” an application after the deadline if they require the grantee to make modifications to the application.  Information entered into a Letter of Intent is automatically carried over to a full application.
The system is organized around a “grantee profile” which includes institutional information, associated documentation (annual reports, annual audits, staff resumes, etc.) and general program narrative.  Grants are associated with organizations and can vary widely in terms of types of grant and management requirements.   
Proposal Central organizes the entire granting process using a work flow that tracks individual tasks and processes for both grant administrators and grantees.
Tweaking – Reports, Forms, Grantee Correspondence
As stated earlier, Proposal Central makes all changes to its software and its applications.  Any modifications needed to online applications, individual forms, or any method of data collection is made by Proposal Central technical staff.  As for reporting, there a numerous canned reports that come with the system.  Proposal Central has created a nice user interface for ad hoc reporting which is SQL based but fronted by a user friendly interface.  Group emails are also possible allowing for “blast” reminders to be generated from within the system; however you may not create a mail merge within the system.  Grantee data must be exported to create mail merged documents.
Ongoing Support and Training
As a fully hosted solution support and training are handled as part of the membership fee outlined below.  However as a general rule support and training are available at no charge for as long as needed.  Proposal Central also provides support to not just Foundation staff but also to grantees, reviewers, board members, etc. at no additional fee.
References noted that they are assigned a dedicated technical/customer support person who responds to all questions they may have about the software.  Most were very happy with support received during implementation and ongoing – “they are very good to us”.  However one reference did say that – “[we] never see them, you just pay your money and use the software”.
Hosting Method and Cost
Proposal Central is a Software As A Service (SaaS) product meaning that all the software resides on their servers and all information and data is stored with Proposal Central.  This is a fully hosted solution.
Initial Application Creation - $1,000 per “program” – four applications were used as a baseline for this research.  Changes to these applications are free of charge (again based on complexity of the requested change) for the life of the grant program.  The creation of a new program or significantly new application form and process will incur another $1,000 charge.  
Each application the host site processes is $150.  Letter’s of Intent are processed at no charge and any application that is immediately declined has no charge.  As a high end estimate, if sixty (60) applications are reviewed in a calendar year that results in a $9,000 charge in addition to the membership fee outlined below.
Membership in the hosted solution is $15,000 per year – this includes hosting, technical support, ongoing training, product modifications requested by end users, and product upgrades which occur regularly.  These services are available to all staff, reviewers, grantees, etc. – all system users receive free technical/customer service support.
Data conversion is handled separately from application creation (which is the bulk of implementation) and is invoiced on a per hour basis at $150 per hour.  A more thorough cost estimate would be provided by Proposal Central after a review of the number and complexity of the records involved.
	Proposal Central
	

	Application Creation/Implementation
	$4,000

	Annual Processing Fee (estimated)
	$9,000

	Annual Maintenance/Hosting Fee
	$15,000

	
	

	total
	$28,000





MicroEdge (Gifts plus IGAM)
How well does it meet system requirements?
MicroEdge is clearly the “provider of choice” in the grant management arena.  With over 2,000 clients in a range of organization types (e.g. family foundations, service bureaus, research organizations, government grantmakers, etc.) Microedge has a significant track record and customer experience to offer the end consumer.
MicroEdge is a modular package allowing end users to tailor their purchases to their individual needs and to grow the software over time as needs change.  One drawback to the modular approach however is the difficulty of determining which modules will be required.  One reference pointed out that the “AP [accounts payable] module was purchased as we were told it would link to our financial system – it was a big disappointment”; the link between accounts payable module to the customer’s accounting package was a system requirement and they were forced to abandon the link as it has “never worked”.
The front end (IGAM) is fully functional and one reference said that “users aren’t afraid of it” [in other words the users found it very easy to use and required little hand holding to submit online applications for the first time].  However, IGAM only allows for two stages of data collection; for example either an LOI and then a Full Application (with data from the LOI moving automatically to the application where desired) or an Application and then a Progress Report.  It was unclear during review how multiple progress reports would be handled.  Specific questions were asked about negotiating budgets (ongoing modification of proposal budgets, carry-over of budget amounts to subsequent time frames, etc.) and the reviewer was told that the Customizer module would allow for that.  
The document management module allows a document to be associated with a particular grant application or grantee organization.  The Budgeting Module – while not reviewed for this project – is according to other sources of research a possibility to address the need for very detailed negotiated budgets.  
This reviewer also found it difficult to distinguish between Essential Gifts and Full Gifts in terms of feature set and functionality.  Essential Gifts is the core product, while Full Gifts is the core product plus some additional functionality.  A more thorough review of the products and the delineation between different versions and modules is strongly suggested if a purchase is to be considered.
Perceived Ease of Use
The learning curve for MicroEdge may be significant for users with less than computer savvy backgrounds.  For example; some screens initially display as “blanks” until you specify what data you want to display or work with – this can be intimidating for some end users.  However, once the system is learned it can be a comprehensive robust system.  
References reported that the onsite training was very helpful [it is a part of the implementation] and that the access to online training was useful but necessarily generic.  Training in general seemed to be emphasized as important by the references and by other review sources.
MicroEdge also organizes information based on a work flow system which allows for grantee administrators to track specific tasks and deadlines.  The system can create mail merged documents from within MicroEdge using data from the system.
Tweaking – Reports, Forms, Grantee Correspondence
There are 250 standard reports that come with Gifts.  The reporting interface has a nice feel and with sufficient training in SQL (Structured Query Language) all staff would be able to use the interface to customize and create reports.
MicroEdge will allow end users to create their own forms for data collection however it is unclear if online applications can be modified by the end user on an ongoing basis.  
The email capacity within the system is extensive – and there are methods to automatically generate specific emails to individual grantees or groups of grantees (reminders of deadlines for example) based on specific criteria. 
Ongoing Support and Training
References enthusiastically praised the technical support provided by MicroEdge – “very responsive” said one, and another reference who did seven reference checks on her own before purchasing MicroEdge said she received “over the top rave reviews of tech support”. Technical support is not provided by a dedicated staff person.  It is handled by a call center arrangement – you speak with whomever you get to troubleshoot your problem.
Training can be provided onsite (at a cost) or the end user can make use of (included in the cost of the product) a series of online training curricula which while helpful are said to be necessarily generic and might be less than helpful if the foundation engages in significant customizations of the system.
Hosting Method and Cost
Gifts is only available as an in house solution – and IGAM comes only as a hosted solution and data is transferred between the two systems by Foundation staff.
 Essential Gifts would have a one-time purchase cost of $28,000 for 3 concurrent licenses.  Additional upfront costs include training and data conversion.  One week of training has been estimated as $7920 plus travel.  Online training is available as part of ongoing technical support, on-site training is purchased by the number of days of training requested.  
The cost of additional modules are as follows: IGAM is a one-time fee of $6162, Budget is a one-time fee of $4992, Document Management is a one-time fee of $3410, and the Customizer module is a one-time fee of $4697. 
Typical data conversion was estimated at between $2,000 and $10,000 based on the number of records and complexity of the data to be migrated to the new system.  Data conversion costs are negotiated only after MicroEdge staff get to see the existing data and work with staff to come up with a scope of work and a quote specific to the organization.
Annual maintenance –which includes tech support between the hours of 9am-8pm eastern standard time – was quoted at $2,000 per year.
Total Cost as Estimated:
	
	

	Essential Gifts
	$28,000

	IGAM
	$6,192

	Budget Module
	$4,992

	Customizer Module
	$4,697

	Document Mgmt
	$3,410

	One Week of Trng/Implementation
	$7,920

	data conversion (estimated)
	$5,000

	
	

	Implementation total
	$60,211

	
	

	Annual Maintenance Fee
	$2,000





Cybergrants
Cybergrants is an online hosted solution that is relatively new to the grant management field with a strong presence in the corporate foundation market.   The system has good administrative features and an online application submission system that allows data to flow from original LOI to full application and subsequent progress reports.  Work flow management is the key organizing concept around data entry screens for both grantees and foundation staff.  
Perceived Ease of Use
Using workflow as the main organizing concept for both grantees and foundation staff provides a clear and easy to follow set of menus that walks users through specific tasks and essentially maintains a “tickler file” that tracks the status of each task on an ongoing basis.  
Cybergrants essentially does not “customize” its product in a traditional sense.  Customizing a product typically means to fundamentally change the way data is stored, displayed, or manipulated.  Cybergrants prefers the term “configurable”.  To clarify this subtle distinction, Cybergrants asserts that it has a highly functioning system and prefers its customers to adopt its overall structure, language, and processes.  Custom fields or reporting are handled on an as-needed basis and typically handled during implementation.
Tweaking – Reports, Forms, Grantee Correspondence
Like Proposal Central, Cybergrants makes all changes to its software – at no additional charge.  
Ad hoc reporting is available in Cybergrants and its reporting interface is decent and based on standard SQL practice.  Numerous canned reports exist already in the system. 
Blast emails as well as individual emails can be generated from within the system and can be automated or created on an ad hoc basis.  Mail merged letters can also be created within the system.
Ongoing Support and Training
The review and reference checks revealed two variations of technical support provision.  References indicated that Cybergrants technical support is handled on a one-to-one customer service representative to end user relationship.  References spoke highly of this arrangement; “[he] is the one I call - he knows our system – can logon to my system and fix things – it is a very personal one on one relationship”.  References generally seemed to prefer having one individual that was with them from purchase, through implementation, and beyond as opposed to an open call center arrangement.
However this is a direct contradiction to what was presented during the demonstration call.  The reviewer was told that all technical support was handled via email – that while they provide support to foundation staff as well as grantees it is only available via email.  This may have been a recent change but it is noteworthy only that older customers so clearly preferred being able to call and chat consistently with one individual.
Hosting Method and Cost
Cybergrants is a completely hosted system, no in house software installation is required. Cybergrants purchase price is based on the number of users – first the number of internal users (three users for this case), then the number of external users (grantees, reviewers, etc.) and then a number of specific fees related to either implementation or ongoing support.
Below is an estimated break down of the anticipated costs:
	Cybergrants
	

	Licenses (3 at $3,000 each)
	$9,000

	External Users (1-100)
	$1,250

	Website Integration
	$2,000

	Online Training
	$2,500

	Implementation Assistance
	$6,250

	Historical Data Migration
	$6,000

	Implementation Total
	$27,000

	
	

	annual maintenance fee
	$10,250





First Pearl/eGrants.net
Pearl is a very traditional database application.  It is based in Microsoft Access which can be both a benefit and a drawback.  The benefit is it is very easy to manipulate and export data for the purposes of reporting and other analysis.  However, Access is not designed to fully exploit web based software or processing.  
The base package will manage grant administration but requires the addition of eGrants.net to acquire the online application submission functionality.
Perceived Ease of Use
Bias Alert! – I used Pearl extensively at a former employer.  It was purchased after a similar review of available grant management packages and was purchased for two primary reasons: 1) it was within our budget and 2) staff had substantial experience with MS Access so software customizations and reporting would be well within our capacity making annual maintenance contracts unnecessary. 
That said the software does track grant information well and allows for significant data related to a particular grantee to be stored and accessed rather easily.  One prime consideration however it the database is driven by a contact profile not an organizational profile – and while that seems like a very small distinction it is however often critical when creating ad hoc reports.  All links between data records are formed between contacts and not between organizations – this often makes reporting somewhat more complicated than necessary.
Additionally learning Pearl requires training – many shortcuts and key combinations used to move within a record and between records are counter-intuitive and difficult to remember. 
Also there is no work flow management as found in other software systems reviewed here.
Tweaking – Reports, Forms, Grantee Correspondence
The reporting interface is fairly user friendly and intuitive if the end user has experience with SQL type of queries (which experience with MS Access would provide).  If not, additional training may be required to gain sufficient expertise with reporting.
The end user can modify queries and reports easily and quickly and generate reports which can be saved and updated later.  While the system does not track grantee correspondence automatically, Pearl does have a Chronicle which can serve as a to do list, contact management list, and communication tracking facility for program staff.
Ongoing Support and Training
All the references loved the technical support and training staff from Bromelkamp.  One day of training is included with the license fee – additional days are available at cost.  Additional training is available through Bromelkamp’s Pearl Academy; a training intensive open to end users at additional cost.
Hosting Method and Cost
Pearl is installed in-house by the licensing organization.  eGrants.net is hosted by Bromelkamp who will assist the end user with transmitting data between the software. (Program staff goes into an online system to designate which applications need to be moved to Pearl which is processed automatically.  Designations can be on an individual basis or moved in batch.)
Pearl end users purchase the number of licenses they need for simultaneous users.  The first user license is $9,700.00 and each additional license after that is $1,000.  One day of onsite training is included in the license fee.
Technical support is handled either on an “incident basis” or as an annual fee.  Unlimited technical support is billed on a monthly basis at $262 for one license per month, plus $13 for each additional license.  Technical support can also be purchased on an as-needed basis at $164 per hour billed by the quarter hour (so the smallest amount is $41 for every 15 minute increment).  Organizations can move between these options with a couple of months notice.  For example; an organization using the annual maintenance option can simply request to move to the hourly or as-needed arrangement.  Bromelkamp staff indicated that the switch normally took a “couple of months” to be fully implemented.
eGrants.net is a totally customized product so the purchase/customization combination runs between $3500-$5500 purchase price.  A yearly cost is associated with hosting the product and is quoted at $1200 per year.   No additional technical support costs are associated with only eGrants – technical support costs are typically covered by Pearl’s technical support contract.  Pearl does not provide technical support to the Foundation’s grantees.
Total anticipated costs are as follows:
	Pearl
	

	Licenses (3 total)
	$11,700

	Annual Maintenance (12 mths * $288 per)
	$3,456

	
	

	eGrants.net
	

	High end implementation estimation
	$5,500

	Annual hosting fee
	$1,200

	
	

	Implementation Total
	$17,200

	Annual Fees
	$4,656


Dotche (formerly Chestercap)
Dotche is a product targeted to community foundations.  It is primarily an online portal for grantees and donors –it is not a full-fledged grant management package.  Dotche can be used as a front end for Pearl instead of eGrants. 
Perceived Ease of Use
Dotche is targeted to community foundations and has a donor component designed to allow donors to provide funding as well as have input into the funding decisions [participate as a reviewer].   The Dotche model is to provide a comprehensive website – including non-grant related components and information – in addition to providing online application submission, progress reporting, and grant administration.  While Dotche’s application submission system and grant administration systems seemed easy to use, the product review did not demonstrate the system has the depth of data collection and complexity most current systems suggest.  This may result from the newness of the organization and its focus on community foundations.
Tweaking – Reports, Forms, Grantee Correspondence
Unlike other hosted only solutions, Dotche does train customer staff in the creation of applications and end users do have the ability to create new applications and modify existing ones as they are needed.  
Reporting is SQL based and the interface provided is not as user friendly as one would hope.  End users will need training in writing SQL queries and will need significant understanding of the underlying data structure in order to generate satisfactory ad hoc reports.
Bulk email capacity is a clearly articulated part of the system – the ability to merge data from the system into more traditional correspondence was unclear.
Ongoing Support and Training
To quote directly from email correspondence on this topic; initial “training is included in the first year’s fees.  It includes hands-on WebEx (internet-based) module by module instruction… combined with the trainer’s help to actually perform the relevant tasks (e.g. creation and publication of your initial grant applications).  The training period blends imperceptibly into ongoing support.”
References – while typically voluble on the topic of training and support – were in the case of Dotche not very enthusiastic but also not very specific about the source of the dissatisfaction.  One reference did state that response time could be an issue however, that was the extent of the commentary.
Hosting Method and Cost
This software is a fully hosted solution and has a very simple cost structure which is listed below.  Customization and data conversions are quoted separately and are based on the nature and complexity of the request.  Costs are billed at $180 per hour.
	Dotche
	

	Implementation and Training
	$25,000

	Annual Maintenance/Hosting Fee
	$25,000



First year costs will include both implementation and the hosting fee for a total of $50,000 excluding any customizations and/or data conversions.


Closerware
Closerware is an online hosted only solution which is also fairly new on the market.  Review data was not readily available.  Also this product only had one reference respond to requests for an interview.
Perceived Ease of Use
The reporting interface was user friendly and in general the applicant’ portion of the site seemed easy and straight forward.  However, the demo provided lacked the depth of data collection and complexity that most current systems suggest.  
There was also the sense during the demo that ongoing modification of grant applications and forms was subject to some basic parameters; it appears that Closerware has limited the amount of customization to its end users which might explain its lower cost.
Tweaking – Reports, Forms, Grantee Correspondence
This is a simple affordable solution for small foundations with fewer applicants and fewer data needs.  The reporting interface was clear and easy to use and is based on standard SQL query structure.  
End users can modify online forms and applications as often as desired however, the form creation tools and administrative back end seemed counter intuitive.  It is possible that with sufficient training these tools would be easy to use.
Email is limited to a communication between funder and a single grantee – no email blast or mail merge capacity exists within the system.
Ongoing Support and Training
The single reference for this software expressed much dissatisfaction with technical support and training.  The organization does an annual application cycle and often has difficulty remembering how to use the system – Closerware has made it clear that technical support is limited to questions and troubleshooting and not ongoing training.  Reference was very unhappy about the lack of ongoing support.
Hosting Method and Cost
Cost is based on two items – number of grant applications on the system and the number of users in the system.  Each grant application costs $500 for initial setup and install.  The number of users includes Foundation staff, grantees, board members, in other words anyone who might use the system.  Below is an estimate of anticipated costs based on four applications and ten (10) concurrent users.
	Closerware
	

	Implementation and Training (4x$500)
	$2,000

	Annual Hosting Fee based on 10 Users
	$4,500

	
	

	total
	$6,500




Key Decisions
Once the review of the software had been completed a few criteria presented themselves as key to making a selection.  Based on the information provided thus far the criteria to consider are:
1) Hosted versus Installed – there are pros and cons to each implementation method as well as significant differences in up front versus long terms costs.
2) Extent of Integration with other products – a clear articulation of how data should or should not flow between the grant management system and other existing systems at the organization should be made prior to software selection.
3) Budget – very simply how much is the organization prepared to spend?  It is possible to come up with some comparisons between implementation costs and ongoing technical support costs.
Hosted Versus Installed
A hosted solution presents the usual advantages to a fully outsourced solution – staff will not have to worry about accessibility, security, data storage and backups and a myriad of other day to day technical issues.  Additionally all the hosted solutions are by definition available from anywhere meaning staff may work from home or on the road with essentially the same ease with which they work at their desks.  
The down side to a hosted solution appears to be some limitation on the amount of tweaking the organization will be able to do on its own.  This does not mean that forms, documents, letters, or any of the application can never be changed – it simply means that changes will have to be requested from the vendor and while for the most part appear to be free of charge – there is nevertheless the possibility of additional charges as well as the normal delays that come with requesting work from others.
An in-house installed version of software has just the opposite effect – you may (and are in fact required to) make whatever changes you want to the software and you are fully responsible for all aspects of making the system available to your constituents.  The upside to all that responsibility is the freedom to fully exploit the software and its capacities in whatever way the organization sees fit.
In considering these two implementation strategies the following guidelines might prove useful:
1) In house systems typically require the services of a dedicated IT professional on a regular basis to ensure proper maintenance is being done and that the system is properly monitored.  General good IT practice would dictate at a minimum that a firewall be installed and maintained, that regular data backups take place, and that proper load balancing is monitored in addition to keeping the software – the grant management system and other attendant software as well – current and up to date with supplemental releases, product upgrades, and patches.
2) In house systems typically require a review of the existing hardware/software infrastructure prior to implementation to ensure that sufficient capacity exists to handle the new software and increased traffic/workload.  This can range from upgrading the network operating system to upgrading Internet connectivity to ensure sufficient bandwidth.
3) Out sourced solutions require more up front legal wrangling to ensure that: data is secure and there is a clear articulation of data ownership and that there is a clear understanding of each party’s responsibilities and obligations, especially with regard to contract termination.
4) Outsourced solutions may also require a review of bandwidth capacity to ensure staff can spend a significant amount of their time on an external website.
5) Outsourced solutions can limit an organization’s inherent flexibility – over time there is a tendency on the part of a solution provider to limit how much each customer is able to modify their “version” of the software if only to simplify the process of creating new product updates and maintaining the online systems.  This limitation does not have to be significant but it should be acknowledged as a possible outcome.
And this document would be remiss not to address “tweaking”.  Tweaking applications, reports, forms, individual fields, etc. is more than just a process of changing data which can be done by staff or by a vendor.  Tweaking can also be a part of an organization’s culture – to continually improve or customize business practice can be a significant part of how an organization strives towards excellence.  It may be a method for fostering a mindset that seeks to build that better mousetrap.
It may also be none of those things; but the organization should at least consider – given the extreme options discovered by the research – whether tweaking is an integral, essential process that should be retained or if it is something that once turned over to a vendor results in greater attention to more important matters.
Extent of Integration with other Products
During initial discussions of the system requirements it was made clear that linking the grant management system to other systems in use at the organization (e.g. accounting system, accounts payable, etc.) was not necessary.  However given the module nature of a number of the systems reviewed it might be worthwhile to explore how the grants management system might enhance other tracking and oversight obligations.  If the addition of a small amount of functionality – during a period of significant change anyway – might result in an overall reduction in workload.
Budget
The grant management systems reviewed have a range of upfront purchase prices as well as annual fees.  Below is a comparison chart that lays out first year costs and annual fees for each software reviewed.  
	
	Prop/Central
	MicroEdge
	Cybergrants
	Pearl/eGrants
	Dotche
	Closerware

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	First Year Costs
	$28,000
	$60,211
	$27,000
	$17,200
	$25,000
	$6,500

	Annual Fees
	$15,000
	$2,000
	$10,250
	$4,656
	$25,000
	$4,500



Return on Investment – Measurements
Return on Investment is any method used to determine if the long run cost savings exceeds the short term cost of purchasing and implementing a new system.  For any investment an organization makes it is always a good idea to have some measurement in mind that would indicate a successful implementation and sufficient return on investment.  As previously stated a foundation is going to pay some amount of first year costs and then an ongoing annual maintenance fee.
To help an organization identify costs that may be reduced or eliminated once the software has been fully implemented, some key questions, along with suggested measurements, have been outlined below.  It is important to realize that while these queries and measurements are not sufficient for a full sociological study and would fail any scientific gold standard – they are sufficient for our purposes in estimating ongoing cost savings to be accrued within the organization.  A week’s worth of data is often adequate for estimating the long range impact of software implementation.
How much time is spent on data entry?  It is suggested that for a period of at least one week staff manually tally up how much time is spend on manual data entry.  If a time value can be tallied and totaled at the end of the week, this would provide a baseline against which future data can be compared.  Once the new system has been implemented and is running successfully a second tally can be created and compared to the baseline.
How much time spent on grantee data entry error correction? Again a week prior to software implementation could be spend totaling up the amount of time spent correcting data entry errors – errors made either by grantees in applications or progress reports or by staff.  An automated system that includes robust error correction and data integrity rules should significantly reduce errors and virtually eliminate the need for error correction.
Duplicate Data Entry?  Duplicate data entry in this case refers to any data entered into a computer by more than one person.  For example a grantee enters data into an electronic document which is then faxed or emailed to staff who then print that data out and manually enter that data into a second electronic document.  Duplicate data entry might also refer to taking information and entering that data into two completely separate systems – accounting and grants management for example.
NB: It is not necessary to be scrupulous when distinguishing between “data entry” and “correcting data entry errors” for example.  The purpose is to attempt to quantify to some extent the amount of time staff spend managing data entry that will become the grantee’s responsibility under the new software or will simply be eliminated due to increased data sharing within the software.  Having these time entries be correctly categorized is useful but not critical to this evaluation.
What are your costs for Technical Support? While technical support costs will increase temporarily during installation, implementation and training – over the long term it may be that technical support costs either stabilize within an acceptable range or decrease depending on a number of factors related to configuration and installation.  However, once a hosting method has been selected it may be possible to compare the ongoing costs of maintaining a stable infrastructure both pre and post implementation.
And it is important to re-iterate that while an outsourced solution will have higher annual maintenance costs, an in-house solution may require dedicated technical support staff which is a cost not articulated in any of the comparisons listed here.  Additionally an in-house solution may require some infrastructure upgrades not necessitated by an outsourced solution that may only require a current version of Internet Explorer.
Conclusion
The process of making grants and administering grants is filled with an ever evolving and expanding range of detailed data; it is fortunate that managing data is what automated systems do so well.  And while faced with choosing a system the choices and options might appear daunting, it is possible to walk thoughtfully through a step by step process and arrive at a confident and comprehensive answer. 
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