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Executive Summary 
 
Being awarded a grant can be transformative for small businesses, but they are often 
misunderstood. Many entrepreneurs see grants as free money, a quick fix, or a one-size-fits-all 
solution.  
 
The grant landscape is highly competitive,1,2 governed by strict rules,1,3,4,5 and requires 
significant preparation and compliance.1,5,6,7 Misconceptions and intentional or accidental 
mismanagement8 can not only derail funding opportunities but also expose businesses to legal 
and financial risk.9-12  
 
This white paper provides small businesses with a research-driven framework for navigating 
grants successfully. It debunks persistent myths, outlines the steps for effective grant research 
and application, and underscores the importance of compliance and ethical practices. The 
paper also highlights real-world examples of mismanagement and fraud to illustrate the risks of 
cutting corners.  
 
Entrepreneurs, founders, and small business owners will gain insight into where grants come 
from, what funders expect, and how to prepare competitive applications that align with their 
mission and goals. By adopting proven strategies, businesses can reduce wasted effort, 
improve credibility with funders, and position themselves for sustainable growth through 
well-managed funding opportunities. 

 
 

 

Introduction 
 
For a small business, the promise of grant funding often feels like the solution to every financial 
challenge. Grants are perceived as a simple path to stability, a fix-all for cash flow problems, or 
an easy alternative to building sustainable revenue and long-term business plans. These 
misconceptions are powerful and dangerous.  

 
The reality is stark: grants are not designed to rescue struggling businesses or provide 
unlimited flexibility. They are competitive, narrowly focused, and bound by funder priorities.  

 
For example, National Institutes of Health (NIH)13 Research Project Grant applicants have 
success rates that hover between 20–25% annually, while National Science Foundation (NSF) 
proposals average around 25–28%.14 (See Appendix: Figure 1 for a table of success rates) In 
other words, three out of four applicants walk away empty-handed, even when their proposals 
are strong.  
 
For applicants outside of Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR)58 and Small Business 
Technology Transfer (STTR),58 the National Science Foundation remains a major source of 
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federal research funding. The Proposal & Award Policies & Procedures Guide (PAPPG) 
24-1,57 effective May 20, 2024, introduced important changes that will be felt across the 
applicant community.5 These shifts affect how mentoring responsibilities are documented, how 
biosketch materials are presented, and how disclosure requirements are enforced. 
 
One of the most visible updates is the requirement to expand the mentoring plan. This was 
previously applied only to undergraduate students; the policy now mandates that graduate 
students be included. This adjustment signals NSF’s broader focus on professional 
development for all trainees supported on federal awards. At the same time, the Synergistic 
Activities section, long embedded within the biographical sketch, has been moved to a 
standalone document. While seemingly administrative, this change requires applicants to 
reconfigure their standard document sets and avoid missing a required upload. 
 
Perhaps the most consequential update is the formalization of restrictions on malign foreign 
talent recruitment programs (MFTRPs).15 All principal investigators and co-principal 
investigators on NSF awards made on or after May 20, 2024, must provide an annual 
certification that they are not participants in such programs. NSF has announced that the first 
round of certifications will be due in June 2025, introducing a new compliance milestone that 
extends throughout the award lifecycle. 
 
For small businesses, these changes matter even if they are not the direct awardees of NSF 
research programs. Many partner with academic collaborators, and those collaborators are now 
subject to these heightened requirements. A lapse in a mentoring plan, a missing 
Synergistic Activities document, or a missed MFTRP certification deadline by a university 
partner can jeopardize an otherwise competitive submission.  
 
Awareness of these updates demonstrates that firms working with E.B. Howard Consulting will 
be positioned to anticipate and mitigate compliance risks, rather than learning about them only 
after a proposal has been rejected or an award delayed. A submission that does not clearly 
align with funder priorities has virtually no chance of being funded.  
 
The deeper risk lies in how these misconceptions shape strategy. Business owners who chase 
grants without preparation often neglect critical work such as building a viable revenue model, 
cultivating investors, or strengthening their operations. When funding does not materialize, the 
result is lost time, eroded credibility, and even greater financial vulnerability. Grants are powerful 
tools when approached strategically, but they are not a substitute for strong business 
fundamentals. Treating them as a quick fix only compounds existing challenges. To compete 
successfully, small businesses must move beyond myths and adopt a deliberate, 
research-driven approach that positions grants as one component of a broader growth strategy. 
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Background/Context 
 
The U.S. grant landscape is vast, fragmented, and highly competitive.6 Each year, billions of 
dollars in public and private grants are awarded, yet most applicants for these grants are 
unsuccessful.16 In 2023, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) received more than 58,000 
competing grant applications, but only about 11,000 were funded, representing an overall 
success rate of roughly 20%.17  
 
Similarly, the National Science Foundation (NSF) reviewed more than 40,000 proposals in FY 
2020, awarding only around 11,000, a success rate of nearly 27%.18 These figures underscore 
the steep competition facing small businesses and nonprofits seeking research, development, 
or program expansion support. Adding to this challenge is the diversity of funders. Opportunities 
arise from federal programs (e.g., Small Business Innovation Research/Small Business 
Technology Transfer), state economic development agencies, municipal initiatives, corporate 
philanthropy, and private foundations.19 (See Appendix: Figure 4 for a breakdown of average 
annual expenditures by each type of funder) 
 
Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR)58 and Small Business Technology Transfer 
(STTR),58 programs continue to anchor federal innovation policy, but their statutory authority 
carries a built-in expiration date. Current law extends authorization through September 30, 
2025, creating what is often called the “sunset clock.”20  
 
Active reauthorization bills in both chambers, H.R. 316959 in the House and S. 157360 in the 
Senate, signal bipartisan support for continuation, but the legislative process could alter 
reporting requirements, timelines, and compliance obligations before the next extension is 
finalized.21 For firms considering multi-year commercialization roadmaps, it is important to 
recognize the live policy environment and the possibility of new compliance conditions layered 
into future awards. 
 
One area where policy shifts have already materialized is in foreign ties disclosure. Beginning 
September 5, 2023, agencies, including NIH, CDC, and FDA implemented statutory 
requirements for applicants to disclose relationships with a “foreign country of concern.” This 
includes ownership stakes, venture investments, senior affiliations, formal contracts, and 
intellectual property licensing arrangements.22 A simple checklist, ownership, investments, 
affiliations, and tech licensing, captures the categories that must be addressed in submission 
packages. 
 
In addition, the performance benchmark rules now carry sharper consequences for serial 
proposers. Agencies have the authority to impose award restrictions on firms with high Phase I 
or Phase II win counts but low transition or commercialization rates.  
 
Updated benchmarks require that repeat applicants demonstrate credible progression from 
Phase I feasibility studies to Phase II development and ultimately to market outcomes, or risk 
being barred from future submissions.23 These provisions are designed to ensure that the 
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programs remain engines of innovation rather than sources of serial but unproductive funding. 
These compliance guardrails matter for small firms because they are where many stumble. 
Missing a disclosure form or falling short of a benchmark can create disqualification 
risks that outweigh the strength of a proposal itself. 

 
Each category has distinct eligibility rules, priorities, and application processes. For example, 
the U.S. Small Business Innovation Research (SBIR) and Small Business Technology Transfer 
(STTR) programs focus exclusively on R&D commercialization potential, while state-level 
programs such as New York’s Consolidated Funding Application prioritize regional workforce 
and economic development goals.24  
 
This complexity is exacerbated by persistent misconceptions about how grants work. Many 
small business owners believe they can submit a single proposal to multiple funders, assuming 
one size fits all.25 In reality, funders expect tailored applications that demonstrate alignment with 
their specific mission and guidelines. A failure to customize can result in rejection 
regardless of the strength of the core idea.5 

 
Compliance requirements further elevate the stakes. The Office of Management and Budget’s 
(OMB) Uniform Guidance (2 CFR 200)26 sets out detailed rules for using federal funds, from 
allowable costs to audit obligations. Allowable costs information can be found in Subpart E – 
Cost Principles (§§ 200.400–200.476). Audit obligations are found in Subpart F – Audit 
Requirements (§§ 200.500–200.521). A lack of preparation for these obligations can put 
businesses at risk of disallowed costs, repayment demands, or even allegations of 
mismanagement.9  
 
The Government Accountability Office (GAO) has repeatedly noted that grantees, particularly 
small entities, struggle with tracking, reporting, and managing these complex requirements.6 
Real-world consequences illustrate the risks of misunderstanding the grant landscape. In 2024, 
the U.S. Department of Health & Human Services’ Office of Inspector General reported that a 
significant research center had to return funds after charging unallowable costs and failing to 
meet conflict-of-interest requirements.9  
 
Similarly, in 2025, a biotechnology firm paid $4 million to settle allegations it relied on falsified 
research to obtain grants.27 These cases highlight the importance of both compliance and 
credibility. 

 
Despite these challenges, grants remain a vital component of growth strategies for businesses 
and nonprofits. They offer non-dilutive capital, credibility, and opportunities for scaling impact 
when properly understood and pursued. The challenge for applicants is not whether grants are 
valuable, but how to approach them strategically, recognizing that they are competitive, 
governed by strict rules, and designed to complement, not replace, sustainable business 
models. 
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What Changed in 2024/2025 
 
The Office of Management and Budget’s most recent revisions to the Uniform Guidance (2 CFR 
Part 200) represent the most sweeping updates since 2013. These revisions, finalized in April 
2024, apply to federal awards issued on or after October 1, 2024, with audit provisions 
applying to fiscal years beginning on or after that date.28 The headline changes are designed 
to modernize cost principles, simplify administration, and update oversight obligations. 
 
Most visibly, the de minimis indirect cost rate increased from 10% to 15% of Modified Total 
Direct Costs (MTDC) (§ 200.414). This change is significant for recipients that lack a 
negotiated indirect cost rate agreement. As BDO explains, “Beginning with federal awards 
issued on or after October 1, 2024, non-negotiated indirects may be budgeted at 15% MTDC 
per 2 CFR 200.414. For existing awards, confirm your agency’s implementation policy before 
adopting the 15% rate mid-stream.”29  
 
Some agencies will allow amendments to incorporate the higher rate during the life of an 
existing award, while others may restrict adoption until renewal.30 The Single Audit threshold 
also rose from $750,000 to $1,000,000 in federal expenditures. This revision, applicable to 
fiscal years beginning on or after October 1, 2024, reduces the number of smaller recipients 
subject to full audit requirements.31 

 

Several cost structure thresholds were updated as well. The cap on subaward exclusion from 
MTDC doubled from the first $25,000 to $50,000, and both the equipment and supplies 
disposition thresholds increased from $5,000 to $10,000.32 These adjustments reduce the 
administrative burden of tracking and disposing of lower-value items. 
 
The ceiling for fixed-amount subawards was raised to $500,000, expanding flexibility in 
programmatic collaborations while maintaining accountability32. In parallel, procurement and 
conflict-of-interest rules were tightened: governing board members are now explicitly included 
in the conflict-of-interest provisions, and recipients must factor Fair Labor Standards Act 
worker-classification issues into responsibility determinations.27 

 

While the 2024 Uniform Guidance revisions provided much-needed clarity, the start of 2025 has 
underscored the volatility of policy timelines. On January 27, 2025, OMB issued Memorandum 
M‑25‑13, instructing agencies to temporarily pause obligations and disbursements of 
federal financial assistance to conduct policy-alignment reviews.33 The following day, a federal 
district court granted an administrative stay, blocking implementation of the pause for open 
awards.34 Despite the memo’s rescission on January 29, 2025, the White House clarified that 
this did not rescind the broader freeze on federal funding, prolonging uncertainty.33 This 
episode highlights why even awarded projects require built-in liquidity buffers: a 90–120 day 
working capital reserve, along with a planned drawdown cadence, helps ensure operational 
continuity amid sudden pauses in reimbursements. 
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The Gap 
 
Misconceptions about grants create more than frustration. They impose measurable costs on 
businesses and, over time, weaken their ability to compete. The first and most immediate impact 
is the drain on resources. (See Appendix: Figure 2 for a breakdown of time and cost 
expenditures for proposal preparation) Preparing a competitive federal grant application often 
requires 80–100 hours of staff time, representing an estimated $15,000 to $30,000 in labor 
costs once salaries, benefits, and overhead are accounted for.7 For small businesses with lean 
teams, investing this capacity into ineligible or misaligned applications translates into sunk costs 
that cannot be recovered. 

 
The second impact is compliance risk. The Office of Management and Budget’s Uniform 
Guidance (2 CFR 200)26 establishes strict requirements around cost allocation, allowable 
expenses, and audit obligations. These rules are not optional, and failure to prepare for them 
exposes organizations to significant financial consequences. A 2023 GAO review of more than 
3,700 Single Audit findings revealed that 36 percent of deficiencies involved eligibility 
verification, subaward monitoring, or cost allocation errors, exactly the kinds of pitfalls that catch 
unprepared grantees.6 (See Appendix: Figure 3 for a breakdown of audit categories) 

 
The financial stakes of these failures are substantial. Federal grants accounted for 
approximately $1.2 trillion in obligations in FY 2024, underscoring both the opportunity and the 
scale of oversight scrutiny.34 Even established entities have stumbled. In May 2024, the HHS 
Office of Inspector General found that New York Medical College had charged unallowable 
costs to federal awards and failed to meet conflict-of-interest disclosure rules, resulting in 
repayment of funds.9 And in early 2025, a biotechnology company agreed to pay $4 million to 
settle allegations that it used falsified research data to support federal grant applications.27 

 
The final consequence is reputational. A 2021 Research Policy study found that firms pursuing 
generic, “one size fits all” grant strategies consistently experienced lower funding success and 
diminished credibility with funders.36 Reputational damage lingers: review panels remember 
applicants who fail to tailor proposals or submit noncompliant budgets, and such perceptions 
can shadow an organization into future cycles. 

 
Taken together, these outcomes show that the gap created by misunderstanding grants is not 
an abstract concern. It is reflected in tens of thousands of dollars lost in staff time, audit findings 
that affect more than one in three entities, and financial settlements in the millions. For 
businesses entering the process unprepared, the pursuit of grants shifts from a growth strategy 
to a liability, leaving them further behind in a highly competitive landscape. 
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Proposed Solution / Framework 
 
Closing the gap requires more than enthusiasm. It demands a disciplined approach that treats 
grant seeking as a strategic investment rather than a gamble, at E.B. Howard Consulting 
(EBHC), this process begins with grant readiness, the baseline measure of whether a business 
is prepared to compete. A grant should never be the “first dollar” into an organization. 
Businesses that lack stable revenue, governance, or the capacity to manage funds will struggle 
to comply with requirements or deliver results.  
 
Assessing readiness ensures that time and resources are spent pursuing opportunities that can 
be won and successfully managed. The next pillar is research and alignment. The grant 
landscape is fragmented by design: federal programs such as SBIR and STTR focus on 
innovation and commercialization, state-level initiatives such as New York’s Consolidated 
Funding Application prioritize workforce and regional development. At the same time, corporate 
and philanthropic funders target industry-specific or community outcomes. Each funder has 
unique eligibility criteria and strategic goals. Successful applicants conduct thorough research to 
identify where their mission and project align with those goals, then tailor proposals to 
demonstrate that alignment explicitly. The “one size fits all” strategy is a proven path to rejection. 
 
From there, the focus shifts to application development. A compelling proposal integrates 
several critical elements: 

●​ A statement of need that frames the problem and proposed solution in evidence-based 
terms. 

●​ An evaluation plan that demonstrates measurable outcomes and accountability. 
●​ A budget that aligns precisely with allowable costs and funder expectations. 
●​ Documentation that confirms organizational credibility and past performance. 

 
Compliance is not optional, and it begins at the proposal stage. Before submission, 
applicants must understand solicitation rules, spending restrictions, and reporting obligations. 
Too often, businesses are tempted to “fit” their project into a funder’s guidelines, rather than 
asking whether the funder fits them. This inversion of logic results in budgets that stretch or 
misclassify costs, leaving applicants vulnerable to disallowed expenses or audit findings.  
 
Businesses must approach the grant process with ethical and professional standards. Using 
contingency or percentage-based payment structures for grant writing is unethical and 
can expose enterprises to fraud allegations. Professional associations such as the Grant 
Professionals Association explicitly prohibit such practices. Entrepreneurs should be cautious of 
consultants who promise guaranteed awards or cite inflated success rates. Transparent, 
fee-for-service engagements and internal capacity-building protect businesses from financial 
and reputational harm. 
 
This framework of readiness, alignment, tailored proposals, compliance, and ethical 
engagement transforms the grant process from a source of wasted effort into a pathway for 
sustainable growth. When approached strategically, grants become what they are intended to 
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be: targeted investments that advance specific projects, reinforce organizational credibility, and 
complement broader business development efforts. 
 
 
 

Benefits and Value Proposition 
 
When small businesses approach grants strategically, anchored in readiness, alignment, 
compliance, and ethics, the return extends far beyond a single award. The most immediate 
benefit is efficiency. A structured process reduces wasted time on ineligible or poorly 
aligned opportunities. Research from the Journal of Business Venturing found that 
entrepreneurs who adopt deliberate search and screening strategies cut their time spent on 
unsuccessful funding pursuits by nearly 40 percent, freeing capacity for revenue-generating 
activities.25 For small firms with limited staff, this efficiency translates into cost savings and 
greater focus on core business operations.  
 
A second benefit is credibility. Funders increasingly use prior performance and compliance 
history as part of award decisions. A 2022 RAND Corporation study of federal R&D funding 
found that applicants with strong records of compliance and measurable outcomes were 
significantly more likely to secure follow-on grants, creating a compounding effect over time.25  
 
In this way, well-executed grants serve as endorsements that strengthen an organization’s 
reputation in the eyes of future funders, investors, and partners. Strategic grant seeking 
also reduces risk. Mismanagement of funds can lead to repayment, audit findings, or even 
litigation.  
 
Yet the inverse is equally true: businesses that build internal systems for tracking 
expenses, documenting outcomes, and adhering to Uniform Guidance standards insulate 
themselves from these liabilities.36  
 
The Office of Inspector General for the Department of Education reported in 2021 that grantees 
with pre-award readiness assessments had 30 percent fewer audit findings than those 
without such preparation.37 This demonstrates that preparation and compliance are not 
theoretical exercises; they materially lower the risk of financial penalties.  
 
When pursued with understanding and a solid plan, grants provide leverage for growth. 
Non-dilutive funding reduces reliance on debt or equity, enabling businesses to advance 
research, expand services, or reach new markets without sacrificing ownership. The National 
Bureau of Economic Research has documented that firms receiving SBIR awards were more 
likely to attract private investment and achieve commercialization than comparable firms without 
awards, underscoring the catalytic role of grants in broader financing strategies.38  
 
Together, these benefits, efficiency, credibility, risk reduction, and growth leverage define the 
value proposition of a strategic approach to grant seeking. Grants are not quick fixes or 
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guaranteed, but they become multipliers when pursued with preparation and alignment. 
They save time, enhance reputation, reduce risk, and unlock future opportunities. For 
businesses that treat grants as part of a long-term strategy, the return is not only in dollars 
awarded but in the durable advantages that position them to thrive. 
 
 
 

Case Studies and Use Cases 
 
Concrete examples sharpen the contrast between the risks and benefits of grant seeking. They 
reveal how misconceptions derail otherwise promising ventures and how a strategic approach 
can deliver transformative outcomes. 
 
In 2020, a small construction firm in Louisiana received federal recovery grants to rebuild homes 
and infrastructure after hurricane damage. Rather than adhering to the terms of the award, the 
firm inflated invoices and diverted funds to personal accounts. The compliance stakes extend 
beyond disaster recovery cases.  
 
Even startups working on projects that are only indirectly tied to infrastructure encounter the 
requirements of Build America, Buy America (BABA).39 Effective October 23, 2023, and 
implemented through 2 CFR Part 184 with corresponding updates to 2 CFR § 200.322,39 BABA 
applies whenever materials are “incorporated into the project.” That scope does not reach 
laptops or office furniture. Still, it does cover construction inputs ranging from iron and steel to 
construction materials, now explicitly including engineered wood and fiber-optic cable, as well 
as manufactured products.  
 
The law also establishes clear waiver categories, limited to cases of public interest, documented 
non-availability, or a cost increase greater than 25 percent.40-42 For small firms, the message is 
straightforward: infrastructure-adjacent funding comes with procurement rules that must be 
understood and built into project plans. The misuse resulted in prosecution for defrauding the 
government and reinforced a common oversight finding: without systems to track expenditures 
and align them with Uniform Guidance, even businesses with strong local reputations can face 
devastating consequences.43  
​
Contrast this with the experience of firms that invest in readiness. In Utah, companies that 
received structured support from the USTAR SBIR Center achieved a 25 percent Phase I 
success rate, significantly higher than the 15 percent national average.44 These businesses 
entered the competition with clear systems for compliance, tailored proposals, and a grasp of 
funder priorities. The result was not just higher win rates but the ability to convert awards into 
long-term growth trajectories. 
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Success-Rate Reality Check: What’s Real Now 
 
If your white paper cites “typical success rates,” it’s time to swap in actual recent data for 
credibility and precision. The National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID) 
reports that the R01‑equivalent success rate for FY 2024 was 15.8%, down from 17.4% in 
FY 2023.45 This two-point drop signals a more competitive funding environment, even as 
application volumes tick upward. For grant seekers, knowing that only about 1 in 6 proposals 
receive funding at NIAID this year can reshape budgeting assumptions, resubmission 
strategies, and expectations.45 

 
State-level programs illustrate a similar lesson. New York’s Consolidated Funding Application 
directs hundreds of millions of dollars annually to projects that align with regional workforce and 
economic development strategies. Businesses that succeed in this competitive process tend to 
demonstrate strong alignment with state priorities and robust capacity to manage awards. 
Conversely, applicants who treat the CFA as a catch-all opportunity, submitting proposals 
without tailoring them to regional plans, consistently fall short. 
 
Even at the federal level, the difference between strategy and misconception is visible in 
program outcomes. NIH SBIR Phase II awards, granted to firms that build on previously funded, 
earlier results by Phase I awardees, with well-documented commercialization potential, see 
success rates near 30 percent, more than double the Phase I average of 13 percent.46 This 
progression underscores how funders reward preparation, data-driven planning, and evidence 
of performance. 
 
Ethical engagement cannot be overlooked. Cases of consultants charging contingency fees or 
promising guaranteed success continue to appear in enforcement reports. These arrangements 
not only place businesses at financial risk but also erode credibility with funders. By contrast, 
firms that adhere to the ethical standards outlined by the Grant Professionals Association 
protect themselves from reputational harm while strengthening long-term relationships with 
funding agencies.47 ​
 
Taken together, these examples demonstrate that grants amplify both strengths and 
weaknesses. When businesses lack preparation, compliance systems, or alignment, grants 
expose and magnify those gaps, often with costly consequences. When businesses approach 
the process strategically, grants serve as accelerators, opening access to capital, building 
credibility, and creating pathways to future opportunities. 
 
 
 

Data, Charts, and Visuals 
 
Recent enforcement actions underscore that compliance lapses are not abstract risks; they 
carry financial and reputational costs even for well-resourced organizations. On May 17, 2024, 
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the Cleveland Clinic agreed to pay $7.6 million to resolve allegations that it failed to disclose 
foreign support on federally funded projects. In addition to the financial settlement, NIH imposed 
Specific Award Conditions through September 30, 2025, illustrating that disclosure gaps can 
trigger monetary penalties and heightened oversight.48 

 
Just months later, on January 6, 2025, Athira Pharma,27 a Washington-based biotechnology 
company, paid $4.07 million after NIH determined that the firm did not timely disclose 
misconduct allegations tied to research cited in grant applications. The case highlights how 
compliance extends beyond initial proposal submission: obligations continue through Research 
Performance Progress Reports (RPPRs) and other support updates, and depend on the 
strength of a recipient’s internal controls.28 

 
Taken together, these cases illustrate an enforcement climate where disclosure and reporting 
are scrutinized as closely as scientific merit. For small firms competing in SBIR/STTR or other 
federal research programs, this reality means compliance systems must be treated as 
mission-critical, not administrative afterthoughts. 
 
Clear, well-structured data visualization is essential to move the grant conversation from 
abstract concepts to actionable insights. Numbers convey the scope of competition and 
compliance risks, but visuals make those numbers memorable. In this white paper, several 
charts and graphics can illuminate the realities of the grant landscape and reinforce the 
solutions outlined.  
 
The first visual compares success rates across funding programs using a bar chart showing NIH 
Phase I success rates at approximately 13 percent, Phase II success at 30 percent,46 alongside 
NSF’s FY 2020 overall 27 percent rate,18 illustrates how competition varies by agency and 
stage. (See Appendix: Figure 1 for a table of success rates) 
 
The second figure highlights the resource intensity of proposal preparation. A cost breakdown 
chart, based on research estimating 80–100 hours and $15,000–$30,000 in labor costs per 
federal grant submission,7 visualizes the hidden investment behind every application. This 
reinforces the point that readiness and alignment are not optional but cost-saving necessities. 
(See Appendix: Figure 2 for a breakdown of time and cost expenditures for proposal 
preparation) 
 
Another valuable visualization is a pie chart of common audit findings. GAO’s 2023 review 
showed that 36 percent of Single Audit deficiencies involved eligibility verification, subaward 
monitoring, or cost allocation.6 Displaying this distribution alongside other categories, such as 
reporting delays or internal control weaknesses, demonstrates the areas where small 
businesses are most vulnerable if they do not build strong compliance systems. 
 
The financial scale of the grant ecosystem is also visualized. A simple infographic showing total 
federal obligations of $1.2 trillion in FY 2024,49 compared to the $90 billion annually awarded by 
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U.S. foundations,50 clarifies that opportunities are vast, but so is oversight. This juxtaposition 
reinforces the stakes of treating grants strategically. 
 
A schematic diagram of the E.B. Howard Consulting framework: readiness, alignment, tailored 
application, compliance, and ethics, visually communicates that each stage supports the next, 
and that skipping steps invites risk. (See Appendix: Figure 5 for schematic) 
 
Taken together, these visuals transform the data into a story. They demonstrate competition 
rates, the cost of unpreparedness, the most common compliance pitfalls, and the sheer scale of 
funding. More importantly, they make the case that strategic preparation and ethical 
engagement are not abstract ideals but concrete practices with measurable outcomes. 
 
 
 

Implementation Considerations 
 
Adopting a strategic framework for grant seeking requires more than conceptual buy-in; it 
demands operational adjustments that many small businesses underestimate. The first 
consideration is timing. Grant cycles rarely align neatly with cash flow needs or project 
schedules. Federal opportunities can take six months or more from submission to award, and 
foundation or state programs may only accept applications once or twice a year. 
 
The U.S. Small Business Administration’s Office of Advocacy has noted that long review 
timelines can strain early-stage firms that lack sufficient working capital to bridge the gap.51 
Businesses that monitor opportunities well in advance and map them against their development 
timeline can better manage this misalignment. 
 
 
 

Registration Friction Is Real 
 
For many first-time applicants, the most immediate compliance risk is not hidden in cost 
principles or audit thresholds but in the federal registration process. The Unique Entity Identifier 
(UEI) and System for Award Management (SAM) validations are mandatory before any federal 
submission, and delays here can derail otherwise strong applications. The General Services 
Administration acknowledges that manual UEI reviews can take several weeks, particularly if 
entity information does not perfectly align with IRS records.52 Even small inconsistencies, like 
punctuation or abbreviations in a legal name, can trigger extended verification cycles. 
 
SAM.gov introduced new interface and process updates between June and August 2025 to 
streamline entity validation and status tracking, but federal notices caution that wait times 
remain significant for manual reviews.53 A temporary glitch in July 2025 incorrectly reset some 
registrants’ expiration dates, underscoring the need for applicants to monitor system messages 
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closely and document support tickets until resolution. Although that issue has been corrected, it 
illustrates how platform volatility can affect critical submission timelines.55 

 
The practical takeaway is essential but straightforward: firms should initiate SAM registration at 
least six to eight weeks before a federal deadline, ensure that legal names and punctuation 
exactly match IRS filings, and actively track any open service tickets. By treating registration as 
a front-loaded task rather than a last-minute hurdle, applicants can avoid costly surprises that 
prevent proposals from being accepted. 
 
Another critical consideration is internal capacity for compliance. Grants carry reporting, 
documentation, and audit requirements beyond the award announcement. Studies underscore36 
that audit-ready programs require internal controls, documented metrics, and stakeholder 
engagement to withstand scrutiny. Organizations implementing these systems before seeking 
awards will likely avoid repayment obligations and audit findings. For firms that lack accounting 
or program evaluation staff, investing in outsourced expertise or building internal systems in 
advance is a prerequisite to success. 
 
Sustainability planning is also essential. A grant can fund a project, but not substitute for a 
long-term revenue model. The Kauffman Foundation’s 2021 report54 on entrepreneurship 
financing found that overreliance on grants, without parallel investments in earned revenue or 
equity, left ventures vulnerable to failure once grant funding expired. A sustainable 
implementation plan must therefore include strategies for transitioning projects beyond the grant 
cycle, whether through commercialization, partnerships, or additional revenue streams. 
 
Organizations must prepare for capacity trade-offs as well. Staff time devoted to proposal 
development, budgeting, and compliance monitoring inevitably competes with other priorities. 
Studies of research administration have estimated that faculty and small business teams spend 
up to 42 percent of their time on administrative activities tied to federal funding.56 This reinforces 
the need for careful resource allocation, realistic workload assessments, and, where 
appropriate, professional support. 
 
Implementation is not simply about following instructions; it is about embedding readiness, 
compliance, and sustainability into the business's core operations. For small businesses, the 
cost of skipping these considerations is measured in failed proposals, lost opportunities, 
strained staff capacity, and weakened credibility. The successful organizations treat grants not 
as a short-term fix but as part of a deliberate, well-resourced growth strategy. 
 
 
 

Conclusion  
 
Grants are neither free money nor a universal solution to financial challenges. They are 
competitive, rule-bound, and resource-intensive opportunities that reward preparation, 
alignment, and credibility. Businesses that pursue them without a clear strategy risk wasting 
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time, straining staff capacity, and damaging their reputation with funders. Conversely, 
organizations that adopt a structured framework, grounded in readiness, tailored applications, 
compliance, and ethical engagement, transform grants into levers for growth, innovation, and 
long-term sustainability. 
 
The evidence is clear: success rates remain low across agencies, audit findings are common, 
and preparation costs are significant. Yet businesses that invest in readiness and alignment 
consistently outperform their peers, secure follow-on awards, and leverage grants into broader 
financing opportunities. The difference is not in the availability of funding but in the approach. 
 
For entrepreneurs and small business leaders, the next step is straightforward. Begin by 
assessing readiness: does your business have the infrastructure, capacity, and alignment 
needed to compete? If the answer is no, focus first on building those foundations. If yes, commit 
to a grant-seeking strategy that treats every proposal as a deliberate investment of time and 
resources, not as a gamble. 
 
Now is the time to recalibrate how your organization approaches grants. By doing so, you not 
only increase your chances of winning awards but also position your business for credibility, 
sustainability, and growth in a highly competitive funding landscape. The path forward is not 
easy, but it is clear, and the organizations that embrace it will find that grants are not just dollars 
awarded, but opportunities unlocked. 
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