
Unlock a Second Operating Budget: 
How Optimizing Grants 
Management Delivers 
Results in Uncertain Times



Current Reality
• On paper: Balanced budgets, clean audits, 

modern ERPs, seasoned leaders.
• Reality: Grants treated as episodic windfalls—not 

a second operating budget.
• Bigger upside, sharper downside: 

Under-investment leaves money and impact on 
the table.



The 7 Root Causes — At a Glance
1. Siloed org charts → fragmented grant work
2. Leadership attention bias → general fund first, grants 

“extra”
3. Compliance fog → fear or magical thinking
4. Unclear decision rights → slow, late, misaligned calls
5. Tool sprawl → no single source of truth
6. Episodic capacity → heroics over systems
7. Story gap → residents and electeds don’t see the win



1) Siloed Org Charts → Fragmented Grant Work

• Departments chase NOFOs alone; templates 
reinvented; rules interpreted differently.

• Effects: duplicate efforts, weak fit to strategy, 
inconsistent compliance.



2) Leadership Attention Bias → General Fund First

• Budget hearings and dashboards center the 
general fund.

• Grants lack enterprise KPIs, so they don’t 
compete for time or talent.



3) Compliance Fog → Fear or Magical Thinking

• Avoid opportunities as “too risky” or sprint 
without controls to “fix later.”

• Outcomes: findings, repayments, missed 
opportunities, credibility burn.



4) Decision Rights Unclear → Slow or Misaligned Calls

• Who approves match? Who signs subrecipient 
monitoring plans?

• Without crisp authorities, deadlines slip and 
opportunities die.



5) Tool Sprawl → No Single Source of Truth

• ERP + spreadsheets + shared drives + email = 
re-keying and reconciliations.

• Leaders see totals (often inaccurate), not risk or 
opportunities; weak controls.



6) Capacity Is Episodic → Heroics Over Systems

• Talent surges for marquee grants, then vanishes 
(CARES/ARPA).

• Institutional knowledge walks; every NOFO feels 
like the first time.



7) Story Gap → Residents & Electeds Don’t See the Win

• Grants narrated as dollars, not outcomes.
• Low visibility → low leadership attention.



The Fix: Run Federal Assistance Like an 
Enterprise Portfolio

• Governance that survives elections.
• Annual Grant Plan tied to strategy and readiness.
• Data & delivery: systems of record, master data, BI.
• Operate with cash & compliance discipline from 

day one.



1) Establish Governance                 (Weeks 1–4)

• Charter a Grants Users Group led by CAO/CFO (finance, 
procurement, legal, IT, programs).

• Name a Chief Grants Officer to set standards and escalate 
decisions.

• Publish a Grants Management Manual (policy-as-process): 
roles, approvals, procurement, drawdown evidence, 
monitoring.

• Create a continuity toolkit for leadership transitions 
(onboarding, dashboards, archived decisions).



2) Build an Annual Grant Plan       (Weeks 2–6)

• Pick 3–5 themes tied to the strategic plan (e.g., Safe Streets, 
Housing).

• Create a 12–15 month calendar (forecast → NOFO).
• Approve a Go/No-Go rubric (fit, need, match/O&M, capacity, 

compliance risk).
• Require readiness kits (registrations, letters, MOUs, cost 

method, procurement path, resumes, maps).



3) Stand Up Data & Delivery      (Weeks 3–10)

• Decide the system of record (GMS ↔ ERP ↔ document 
repo ↔ BI).

• Standardize master data (UEI, award ID, Assistance 
Listing, budget lines, subrecipient IDs).

• Launch a grants BI page: pipeline, deadlines, 
cash/drawdowns, risk heat map, on-time reporting, 
audit items.



4) Operate with Cash & Compliance Discipline             
• Drawdown evidence index: contract/PO, invoice, 

performance proof, allowability memo, GL↔SEFA crosswalk, 
approvals.

• Tiered subrecipient monitoring with CAP closure tracking.
• Closeout readiness from day one: acceptance criteria, 

records index, retention.
• Micro-trainings (30 mins): allowability, procurement 

methods, subrecipient vs. contractor, SEFA.

(Ongoing)



Common Objections — Reframed
• “We can’t add staff.” → Centralize 10–20% of repeatable work 

(templates, evidence, reporting cadence).
• “Departments want autonomy.” → Governance = how we 

comply; departments own what to pursue.
• “Our ERP already does this.” → ERPs track dollars; grants need 

lifecycle & evidence (GMS/SharePoint + BI).
• “Compliance slows us down.” → Pre-baked memos & checklists 

cut weeks of rework and findings.
• “We’ll lose momentum with leadership changes.” → Durable 

systems outlast elections.



What “Equal Energy” Looks Like (KPIs)
• ≥90% submissions filed ≥7 days early; competitive win rate 

tracked by theme.
• ≤30 days from award → spending plan.
• Reimbursement cycle time ≤15 business days; ≥95% of draws 

complete.
• On-time reporting ≥98%; zero repeat findings; CAP closure 

≤60 days.
• Outcome delivery: % projects hitting stated KPIs (publish 

quarterly).



A Realistic 90-Day Plan — Overview

• Days 0–30: Governance, plan v1, evidence & 
procurement matrices, continuity toolkit.

• Days 31–60: Grants BI page, two application 
sprints, micro-trainings.

• Days 61–90: Tier subs & start reviews, integrate 
core data fields, deliver first quarterly scorecard.



Days 0–30

• Appoint CGO; charter Governance Users Group; 
publish manual v1.

• Approve Annual Grant Plan v1 (themes, calendar, 
go/no-go, match policy).

• Turn on drawdown evidence index & procurement 
method matrix.

• Build continuity toolkit for leadership transitions.



Days 31–60

• Launch grants BI page; load current awards & 
deadlines.

• Run two application sprints using readiness kits; 
time the process.

• Start micro-trainings (30 mins): allowability, 
procurement, subrecipient vs. contractor, SEFA.



Days 61–90

• Tier subrecipients; schedule desk/site reviews; 
start CAP closures.

• Integrate core data fields between GMS↔ERP 
(flat-file if needed).

• Deliver first quarterly scorecard; publish project 
fact sheets (dollars → outcomes → 
neighborhoods).



The Payoff

• More wins, fewer scrambles: stronger applications; faster 
post-award setup.

• Cleaner audits, lower cost of capital: findings drop, credibility 
rises.

• Better services residents can feel: dollars convert to 
outcomes with clear public reporting.

• Resilience across administrations: durable systems outlast 
political cycles.



Closing
• Grants live in the shadows without governance, 

plan, data, and delivery.
• Treat federal assistance like the second 

operating budget it is.
• Unlock capacity, resilience, and measurable 

results.
• Sign up for office hours and get 1:1 support.
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