
Encourage the adoption of a standardized data structure to alleviate the administrative 
burden of federal grant management and reporting.

The Data Foundation, founded in 2016, is the only industry-focused open data research 
organization in the United States. Through research, education, and programming, the 
Foundation illuminates the benefits of transforming government information into 
standardized, open data. In 2016, the Foundation published research reports on the 
DATA Act and the national open data movement; conducted educational programs to 
teach federal leaders how to standardize and publish spending information as open 
data; and hosted Data Transparency 2016, the nation’s largest-ever open data policy 
conference, in Washington.

Across all modes of government reporting and compliance, it makes sense to replace 
document-based information flows with standardized, open data. Open data is cheaper 
to generate, store, and analyze than unstructured documents.

The federal grant industry uses a complex array of forms, filings, and systems to 
administer over $600 billion in federal grants each year, more than 80% of which are 
distributed to state and local governments. Most grant reports are document-based: 
grantees must compile and submit forms to apply for, receive, and report back on grant 
awards. Even where grant information is submitted electronically, the lack of a 
standardized data structure means every submission is unique and information cannot 
be automatically delivered to all the people and entities who need it.

The Data Foundation has established a one-year fellowship to support programming 
and research around open data in grant reporting. This Grant Innovation Fellowship is 
separately funded from the Foundation’s operations. Current funding supports the first 
three months of the Fellowship.

On January 12, 2017, the Data Foundation and the Aspen Institute co-hosted the first 
Fellowship event, a Grant Innovation Roundtable. 
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• Research. In 2017, the Grant Innovation Fellow will 
write and publish up to four Data Foundation white 
papers to illuminate specific aspects of the need for 
a standardized data structure. The first white paper 
will be published in the second quarter of 2017.

• Education. In 2017, the Grant Innovation Fellow will 
convene up to four roundtables to unite selected 
grant management stakeholders around a common 
vision for open data in grant management and 
reporting. The first of these roundtables occurred 
January 12, 2017, and will inform the first white 
paper.

• Programming. In 2017, the Grant Innovation 
Fellow will organize a public Grant Innovation 
Summit to amplify the need for a standardized 
data structure, 

THE FELLOWSHIP
Grantees, grantor agencies, state and local government, and 
technology companies need a common vision of the 
transformation that open data could bring to the federal 
grant industry. To articulate this vision and provide 
leadership, the Data Foundation has established a Grant 
Innovation Fellowship for a one-year term.

The Foundation has hired a Grant Innovation Fellow 
empowered to engage grantees, grantors, technology 
companies, and other stakeholders through research, 
education, and public programming. The Grant Innovation 
Fellow’s projects will include (depending on sponsorship):

OPPORTUNITY

Grantees, grantor agencies, and technology companies 
should begin testing and using HHS’ dictionary, should 
support its further development into a more sophisticated 
data structure, and should persuade OMB to ultimately 
certify it for governmentwide use.

HHS’ data dictionary can become the standardized open 
data structure that the government grant industry needs. 
This standardized data structure will support automated 
reporting to reduce grantees’ administrative burden; will 
enable better analysis and decision-making by grantors; and 
will deliver instant transparency to grant beneficiaries, 
policymakers, taxpayers, and the public. But this future 
cannot be realized without leadership.The grant industry needs open data. Grantees, and the 

organizations representing them, are demanding a 
standardized data structure specifying the fields and formats 
of the increasingly complex and extensive information 
grantees must submit about their awards. The confluence of 
the DATA Act, GPRA-MA, the Paperwork Reduction Act, the 
Uniform Grants Guidance, the US Open Data Policy, and the 
recent update to overtime regulations makes changes to the 
management and reporting status quo both inevitable and 
crucial.

Until now, no entity in the federal government had the 
authority to propose or impose a standardized data structure 
that can serve to simultaneously decrease administrative 
burden and improve data quality and utility. But the DATA 
Act of 2014 (PL 113-101) requires the White House Office of 
Management and Budget to create and test one.

Under the DATA Act, the White House Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) appointed the Department 
of Health and Human Services (HHS) to conduct a two-year 
pilot program to test the use of a standardized data structure 
for grant reporting. HHS created a dictionary of data fields 
used in grant reporting and worked with grantees to test the 
submission of grant reports using those data fields. The pilot 
program will be completed in May 2017. By August 2018, 
OMB must decide whether to impose a standardized data 
structure across all federal grant reporting.

Without focused engagement from the technology industry, 
the DATA Act will not create an industry-wide transformation. 
HHS’ pilot program involves only a small number of 
grantees, has focused on grant reporting within HHS’ own 
programs, and has not yet allowed technology companies to 
build solutions that use its data dictionary to automate 
management or reporting.

xxxxx 

More than 40 stakeholders from across the federal grant 
industry met as a group at the Gates Foundation’s 
Washington, D.C., offices to discuss the challenges and 
opportunities of a standardized data structure for grant 
reporting. The meeting’s observations will form the basis of 
the initial Grant Innovation Fellowship white paper.

This proposal describes the Grant Innovation Fellowship’s 
mission, vision, and support needs.
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GOALS
The Grant Innovation Fellow’s goals will include:

In short, the Grant Innovation Fellow’s activities will lead the 
entire grant industry to support, test, use, and realize a 
standardized data structure.

• Educating of grantees and the organizations 
supporting them on the value of standardized data, 
and helping them to test software and processes to 
use HHS’ data dictionary to automate their reporting 
and management.

• Persuading grantor agencies to embrace HHS’ data 
dictionary - first as a means of managing their grant 
forms and later as the exclusive data structure for 
collecting reports.

• Engaging state and local governments, with their 
unique challenges as both grantees and grantors, on 
the benefits of establishing a single structure for all 
levels of reporting.

• Supporting HHS and OMB in further developing 
HHS’ data dictionary into the full-scale standardized 
data structure that the federal grant industry needs. 
HHS must publish the data dictionary as open data 
for unrestricted development; HHS and OMB must 
refine the data dictionary to add additional 
dimensions to model the architecture of grant 
reporting; and OMB must ultimately decide to 
certify the data structure for use across all federal 
grant programs.

• Encouraging technology and consulting firms to 
create products and services that use standardized 
data structures to automate grant reporting and 
management.

encourage the federal grant industry to take the 
necessary steps to embrace it, and support the 
policymakers whose decisions will determine whether the 
transformation occurs. The Summit will include plenary 
speakers, panel discussions, and an exhibition space, and 
may coincide with other Data Foundation or Data 
Coalition programming. Exhibition opportunities will be 
offered to Grant Innovation Fellowship supporters as 
described below; Data Foundation supporters; and Data 
Coalition members by agreement with the Data Coalition.

FOCUS AREAS
The Grant Innovation Fellow will pursue research, education, 
and programming in the following four focus areas.

Modernizing Grant Reporting through the DATA Act Pilot
 
There is increasing pressure on grantor agencies and grantee 
organizations alike to use technology to improve processes. 
A shared and comprehensive standardized data structure is 
the key to modernizing grant reporting. The successful 
government-wide implementation of the DATA Act Pilot’s 
data structure would guarantee a significant decrease in the 
duplicative data entry that so often wastes time and funds, 
and makes producing timely, actionable data so difficult. 
 
Performance Metrics in Modernized Grant Reporting
 
The Government Performance and Results Modernization 
Act of 2010 was set out to further refine and improve the use 
and utility of performance measurement within the federal 
government. Given that the majority of performance metrics 
have a monetary component, a standardized open data 
structure for fiscal reporting will allow the integration of 
meaningful performance metrics and provides an 
opportunity to shift the prevailing culture from compliance 
to improvement.

Oversight and Transparency with Modernized Grant 
Reporting
 
Appropriate, timely oversight and transparency are nearly 
impossible when the necessary information is held in 
disparate jumbles of unconnected databases, uncategorized 
forms, and isolated silos. Standardizing the data structure of 
grant reporting would allow faster comparisons across 
previously unrelated and unrelatable data sets, providing up-
to-date actionable information and thorough transparency to 
stakeholders at every level within and without the 
government.

datafoundation.org
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SUPPORT

The Data Foundation will provide fiscal sponsorship, office 
space, communications support, an online presence, and 
back-end systems. Therefore, the Data Foundation must 
continue to raise general support, in addition to Grant 
Innovation Fellowship support.

The Grant Innovation Fellow’s initial work has made clear that 
the interest and the will to embrace a standardized data 
structure exist across grant stakeholder groups. To mobilize 
stakeholders in favor of sustainable change, further research 
and discussion are necessary.

 x

• $75,000 to support salary, applicable benefits, 
retirement contributions, and personnel costs for the 
Grant Innovation Fellow;

• $7,500 to support travel, food and drink, and 
incidental expenses for the Grant Innovation Fellow;

• $15,000 to support design and publication costs for 
up to four white papers;

• $7,500 to support venue, catering, and incidentals 
for up to four roundtables; and

• $5,000 to support basic costs for the Grant 
Innovation Summit, with additional costs to be 
covered through event sponsorship to be raised by 
the Grant Innovation Fellow; and

• $12,000 for Data Foundation staff time.

A Vision for the Future of Grant Management
 
The implementation of a standardized data structure for 
grant reporting will deliver benefits far beyond the initial 
results of cheaper reporting, integrated performance metrics, 
and better oversight. Modernizing grant reporting will open 
avenues of innovation previously unavailable to 
policymakers, program leaders, and service providers alike.
 
With standardized data, agencies, departments, state and 
local governments, and policymakers will have access to 
actionable data trends without the current 6-12 month delay, 
allowing policies and priorities to be shifted based on 
emerging need rather than outdated reporting. Grant 
managers will use open data sets from other agencies to 
reveal previously-unexplored connections between their 
programs, uncover shifts in use or need, and identify 
promising new approaches. Communities of practice will 
discover common issues, develop best practices, and 
increase the relevance, timeliness, and effectiveness of their 
advocacy. Grantees will focus on delivering and improving 
their programs and services instead of on duplicative 
compliance.

To fully fund the Grant Innovation Fellowship’s first year, the 
Data Foundation must raise a minimum of $122,000 in 
dedicated funds beyond existing support:

datafoundation.org
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RECOGNITION

The Grant Innovation Fellowship will be 
named for the supporting organization 
through the end of calendar year 2017; 
future white papers and roundtables will 
be exclusively presented by the 
supporting organization; and the 
supporting organization will be 
recognized as the title sponsor of the 
Summit.

$100,000 and above
All of the benefits of $10,000 
sponsorship, plus one white paper and 
one roundtable will be presented by 
the supporting organization.

$50,000 and above

All of the benefits of $10,000 
sponsorship, plus either one white paper 
or one roundtable will be presented by 
the supporting organization.

$25,000 and above
The supporting organization will be 
recognized on the Data Foundation’s 
website, receive invitations to all 
roundtables, and be guaranteed 
exhibition spaces at the Summit.

$10,000 and above

The Grant Innovation Fellow will regularly convene Fellowship supporters, formally and informally, for consultation, 
proportional to their support.

Organizations supporting the Grant Innovation Fellowship through the end of calendar year 2017 will be recognized 
in the following ways:


