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INTRODUCTION

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA), an agency of
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), was established by an act of
Congress in 1992 under Public Law 102-321. SAMHSA was created to focus attention,
programs, and funding on improving the lives of people with or at risk for mental health
and substance use disorders. SAMHSA supports many activities that focus on substance
use/misuse prevention, substance use disorder treatment, and mental health services
through its discretionary grant programs.

Purpose of This Manual

The “Developing a Competitive SAMHSA Grant Application” manual is designed to
provide applicants with information about how to prepare competitive, well-
developed SAMHSA grant applications.

Objectives

This manual will provide you with information on how to:

e Review current organizational materials and processes and determine which
materials/documents need to be updated;

e Review SAMHSA funding opportunities to determine whether you meet the eligibility
criteria for a particular announcement;

e Decide if you can realistically implement a project;

e Assemble data to justify the need for funding;

e Identify your resources and individuals to participate on the writing team; and

e Write an application that effectively responds to the evaluation criteria.



CHAPTER 1 - SAMHSA'’s Structure

Overview

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss SAMHSA’s mission, priorities, and organization
and to acquaint you with the three centers in SAMHSA that provide funding opportunities,
specifically the Center for Mental Health Services (CMHS), the Center for Substance Abuse
Prevention (CSAP), and the Center for Substance Abuse Treatment (CSAT).

SAMHSA' Structure and Mission

SAMHSA is the agency within HHS that leads public health efforts to advance the
behavioral health of the nation and improve the lives of individuals living with mental and
substance use disorders and their families. Its mission is to lead public health and service
delivery efforts that promote mental health, prevent substance misuse, and provide
treatments and supports to foster recovery while ensuring equitable access and better
outcomes. More information on SAMHSA is available at SAMHSA.gov.

SAMHSA's Centers and Offices

Grant funds are available from the Center for Mental Health Services (CMHS), the Center
for Substance Abuse Prevention (CSAP), the Center for Substance Abuse Treatment
(CSAT), the 988 & Behavioral Health Crisis Coordinating Office (BHCCO), and the Office of
Behavioral Health Equity (OBHE). SAMHSA’s grant programs focus on improving the
quality and availability of substance use/misuse prevention, substance use disorder
treatment, and mental health services nationwide. Some SAMHSA grant programs
enable states to build or enhance substance use disorder and mental health services,
while other programs give states and local communities the resources to better identify
and address emerging substance use disorder and mental health service needs. SAMHSA
grant-supported projects implement evidence-based approaches to prevention and
treatment.

Center for Mental Health Services (CMHS)

CMHS leads federal efforts in expanding the availability and accessibility of high-
quality, community-based services for adults with serious mental illnesses and
children with serious emotional disturbances. CMHS administers the Mental Health
Services Block Grant Program (MHBG) as well as a portfolio of discretionary grant
programs that include efforts to help prevent and treat mental health disorders. The
Center collects, analyzes, and disseminates national data on mental health services.

Center for Substance Abuse Prevention (CSAP)


http://www.samhsa.gov/

CSAP’s mission is to improve behavioral health through evidence-based prevention approaches.
CSAP works with federal, state, public, and private organizations to develop comprehensive
prevention systems by:

e Providing national leadership in the development of policies, programs, and services to
prevent the onset of illegal drug use, prescription drug misuse and abuse, alcohol
misuse and abuse, and underage alcohol and tobacco use; and

e Promoting effective substance abuse prevention practices that enable states,
communities, and other organizations to effectively apply prevention knowledge.

As a result of its efforts, CSAP's work creates:

e Supportive workplaces, schools, and communities;
e Drug-free and crime-free neighborhoods; and

® Positive connections with friends and family.
Center for Substance Abuse Treatment (CSAT)

CSAT promotes community-based substance use disorder treatment services for individuals and
families. CSAT works with States and community-based organizations to improve and expand
existing substance use disorder treatment and recovery services through its discretionary grant
programs and the Substance Abuse Prevention and Treatment Block Grant Program (SABG). It
also supports SAMHSA's free treatment referral service to link individuals and families with the
community-based substance use disorder treatment services they need.

988 & Behavioral Health Crisis Coordinating Office (BHCCO)

The 988 & Behavioral Health Crisis Coordinating Office’s mission is to transform America’s behavioral
health crisis care system to one that saves lives by serving anyone, at any time, in a seamless way, from
anywhere across the nation. The BHCCO:

e Provides leadership on behavioral crisis services at the federal, state, local, territory, and tribal
levels;

e Facilitates coordination, communication, and partnerships with the goal of creating a
transformative and equitable behavioral health crisis system; and

e Manages the 988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline grant program and operations.

Office of Behavioral Health Equity (OBHE)

The Office of Behavioral Health Equity advances behavioral health equity by reducing disparities in
racial, ethnic, LGBTQIA+, and other under-resourced communities across the country by improving
access to quality services and supports that enables all to thrive, participate, and contribute to healthier
communities.



CHAPTER 2 - Review Current Organizational Documents and Processes

Overview

This chapter will help you identify internal organizational documents and processes that may
be useful in writing your grant application. It discusses the importance of identifying,
compiling, and updating needed program and community information. You should complete
this step well in advance of applying for a grant award as the time frame for grant application
development is usually limited to 60 days. With advanced planning and organizing, the
process of writing your application will be easier.

Review and Update your Program/Organizational Materials

The information that is submitted in your grant application must be current. In preparation for
starting the grant application process, make sure your program/organizational information is
up-to-date and that you have compiled statistics on the characteristics of your population(s) of
focus and the current substance use and/or mental health issues in your community or
geographic catchment area. You may need to include the following information in your grant
application:

Program/Organizational Information

e Certifications/Licensure

e Key community partnerships

e Referral sources

e Consent forms

e Cultural competence materials/trainings conducted

Evidence-Based Practices (EBPs)

e Description of EBPs being used

e Research justifying use of the EBPs with your population of focus

e How staff are trained to implement the EBPs

e How fidelity of the EBPs is monitored

e Justification of any modifications that have been made to the EBPs

Staff and Organizational Experience

e Job descriptions of staff
e Resumes of key management personnel and staff providing services
e Experience of your organization managing grants and providing services



Data

e Data specific to your population(s) of focus — numbers served, demographic
characteristics, number/type of services delivered

e Local statistics and census data

e OQutcome data

e Data collection instruments and procedures

e Information on service gaps

Understand the Reasons for Partnerships and Networks

While reviewing and updating your organizational documents and processes, you should
also devote time to developing and nurturing partnerships and networks. Partnerships are
composed of community organizations and/or groups that you collaborate with to provide
services. Notices of funding opportunities often ask you to discuss these relationships to
demonstrate your involvement with other organizations within the community.

Partnerships can allow for increased opportunities for alternative funding. Sharing information,
resources, and data will give you much-needed background and support for your project ideas.
Partnerships and networks can serve as forums to share and receive information. It is also
important to consider how partnerships may factor into your sustainability plan and assist you
in maintaining the project when Federal funding ends.

Some reasons for building partnerships and networks can include:

e Building project support and improving prospects for sustainability;

e Sharing information about your community;

e Sharing resources and data;

e Obtaining buy-in and validation;

e Developing solid public relations;

e Enhancing cultural competence; and

e Encouraging community dialogue at all levels for project design and service delivery.

Partnerships and networks can provide you with data, lessons learned, and feedback to help
you design effective services.

Recognize the Importance of Building Coalitions

Building coalitions is important because they allow an organization to develop relationships
with people, programs, and processes that strengthen community resources and move the
whole community toward positive social change. One program cannot solve all the problems in
a community. Coalition building helps bring together all the programs in your community, such
as health, religious, school, social services, and housing programs, to identify how to work



together to meet community goals. Your program should contribute to coalition building in
your area. Your relationships with other organizations can also demonstrate a “continuum of
care”.

Work with a Local Advisory Committee

Does your program have an advisory committee? Is it a local committee? If your agency
has a national advisory committee, it is definitely a useful tool. However, a local advisory
committee can greatly assist your organization with specific tasks that match community
needs. Itis important that local advisory committee members are residents and are
familiar with the community.

Alocal advisory committee may help with:

e Increasing program status in the community;

e I|dentifying individuals in the community with expertise in program evaluation;

e Project planning;

e Obtaining information on past experience with grant projects and input on a
variety of fields, such as accounting, medicine, research, fundraising, and
marketing; and

e Recruiting focus group participants and encouraging consumer/client involvement.

When working with a local advisory committee, ask the following questions:

e Does the committee represent the diversity that exists within your community?

e Does the committee have representation from the population(s) of focus?

e Do committee members have access to resources, expertise, information,
and/or funding sources?

e Doesthe committee meet on a regular basis?

e Can the organization take advantage of and learn from the expertise of committee
members?

Identify Potential Funding Opportunities and Conduct a Literature Search

Review the grants on the SAMHSA website that have been announced in the past several
years. This can give you an idea of the types of grants that may be announced in future
years. If you find a potential funding opportunity of interest, it is worthwhile to begin
collecting information about strategies that might be pursued to address the problem
area within your community or population(s) of focus. It is recommended that you
conduct a literature search as the information you collect will be useful for completing
several sections of the grant application, including the Population of Focus and
Statement of Need, Proposed Implementation Approach, and Proposed Evidence-Based
Service/Practice.



A literature search can be overwhelming. The trick to conducting a good literature search is
to be as specific as possible. Try to list words or phrases that specifically focus on your
project service area, population(s) of focus, methodology, and project performance
assessment plan. The SAMHSA website also contains a wealth of information and resources
that are available from other sources.

It is also important to become familiar with the Evidence-Based Practices Resource Center on
the SAMHSA website.

Plan a Community Needs Assessment

A Community Needs Assessment can be an important element in planning a project.
Information gathered from conducting a Community Needs Assessment will help you
develop sections of the application, such as the Population of Focus and Statement of
Need. The Statement of Need should include a clearly established baseline for the
project; that is, it must provide an accurate appraisal of the current situation that you
seek to change.

Documentation of need may come from a variety of qualitative and quantitative sources.
You can obtain qualitative and quantitative data by:

(1) Compiling existing data — this involves gathering and comparing national, State, and local
information and/or data already collected by individual agencies, State and county public
agencies, school systems, health systems, and court systems (e.g., alcohol, tobacco, drug
abuse, and mental health data from SAMHSA at the Center for Behavioral Health Statistics
and Quality (CBHSQ), SAMHSA’s National Survey on Drug Use and Health, and the National
Center for Health Statistics/Centers for Disease Control reports at CDC Reports);

(2) Conducting surveys that gather information from a representative sample of your
population(s) of focus;

(3) Using the key informant approach — identifying and interviewing community leaders,
stakeholders, and decision-makers who are knowledgeable about the community and can
accurately identify priority needs and concerns; and

4) Using a community forum approach - conducting public meetings to obtain information
from community members about the needs facing the community and to identify the needs
that should be prioritized.

Any technique you choose must reflect an understanding and appreciation of the cultural
characteristics of your community and population(s) of focus.


https://www.samhsa.gov/resource-search/ebp
http://samhsa.gov/data
http://samhsa.gov/data
https://www.samhsa.gov/data/data-we-collect/nsduh-national-survey-drug-use-and-health
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/index.htm

Reading and reviewing current materials written by leaders in the field can help you determine
the most effective strategy for implementing the project in your area. Community assessments
focus on local assets, resources, and activities as well as gaps, barriers, or emerging needs.
Understanding your community will help you tailor selected strategies and activities for your
specific project and population(s) of focus.

Develop an Understanding of the Processes That Are Involved in the
Financial Management of a Grant

It is important to gain an understanding of the financial processes that are involved in managing
a grant. SAMHSA recipients must follow standards for financial management of grant awards
which are outlined in 45 CFR Part 75. Your existing accounting and personnel policies and
procedures must include necessary management controls. For specific information about these
necessary controls, go to Financial Management Requirements.
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CHAPTER 3 - The Notice of Funding Opportunity

Overview

This chapter provides information about SAMHSA grant announcements and application
documents. You will learn how to search for funding opportunities, determine basic grant
eligibility requirements, review specific requirements of the grant, and identify individuals who
can provide assistance before you submit an application.

Notice of Funding Opportunity (NOFQ)

To announce the availability of grant funds, SAMHSA releases NOFOs. The information in a
NOFO includes adescription of the project, activities that must be implemented, review criteria,
directions on how to apply, due dates, and eligibility requirements. These announcements can
be found at SAMHSA grant announcements. The Grants.gov website is the vehicle that is used
to apply for these grants. All applications must be submitted online through Grants.gov to
SAMHSA using eRA ASSIST, Grants.gov Workspace, or another system-to-system provider.
SAMHSA strongly encourages you to sign up for Grants.gov email notifications about the grant
you are interested in applying for. If the NOFO is cancelled or changed, individuals who sign up
with Grants.gov for updates will be automatically notified.

Carefully Review the NOFO

1. Determine if your organization meets the eligibility requirements

Each NOFO clearly specifies the entities that are eligible to apply. Carefully review the Eligibility
Section of the NOFO to ensure that you meet the requirements. Some NOFOs limit applications
to States while others are open to any domestic public or private non-profit organization. In
addition, NOFOs often state that entities that received funding under previous grant
announcements are not eligible to apply.

2. Determine whether your organization has the capability to implement the
grant project

Carefully review the Purpose section of the NOFO. You will find specific information about
the intent of the grant program, the population of focus, the activities you must implement,
and the performance data that must be collected and reported to SAMHSA. It is important
to determine whether your program/organization has the infrastructure, resources, and
expertise to carry out the requirements of the grant. It is also important to evaluate
whether your organization has the fiscal infrastructure to meet the financial management
requirements and related tasks.

11
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3. Review the evaluation criteria (Project Narrative)

It is important to examine the evaluation criteria to understand what information you must
compile to respond to the criteria. A panel of peer reviewers will assess the quality of the
information you present in the Project Narrative.

4. Take note of screen-out criteria

In addition to eligibility criteria, some NOFOs have other requirements which you must meet to
be considered for review. The requirements are referred to as screen-out criteria. For
example, the NOFO may state that you must provide a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU)
with a required partner and if you do not submit this MOU in your application package, it will
be screened out.

5. Communicate with resource people and potential partners

If you decide to apply for a SAMHSA grant, you will benefit from communicating with resource
people and potential partners at the local and State levels:

e State Point of Contact (SPOC) — Applicants must notify the State that they are
requesting Federal dollars if their state has a designated State Point of Contact. If your
state has a SPOC, be sure to let them know that you are applying for a Federal grant.
Remember to ask about free training and technical assistance that may be available to
you from other sources. (This requirement does not apply to applications submitted by
States and American Indian/Alaska Native tribes or tribal organizations).

e Single State Agency (SSA) - The SSA for drug and alcohol abuse and for mental health
often provides technical assistance and may assist you with identifying opportunities for
funding, training, and networking. See Application Forms and Resources for a directory
of SSAs for substance abuse and mental health.

e Program and Grants Management/Budget Issues - Every NOFO identifies SAMHSA staff
that you can contact to obtain information about the NOFO.

¢ Project Partnerships and Community Groups - Relationships developed with coalition
groups and advocates will be helpful with your project design and performance
assessment plan. You can organize a meeting to present ideas or set up a focus group to
test your project plans and obtain feedback.

e Consumers, Clients, and Families - Individuals and families who access your services are
excellent sources of information about improvements that would enhance the services
provided by your organization. Set up meetings and focus groups with these individuals
to obtain needs assessment information.

12
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CHAPTER 4 - Understanding the Registration and Application Process

Overview

Grants.gov is the source for finding federal grant opportunities, accessing most of the required
forms, and submitting applications. Other forms available only on SAMHSA’s website also may
be required. Read the NOFO carefully to determine which forms you must include in your
application.

Getting Started

Complete the registration process

It is important to carefully read the application and registration requirements outlined in the
NOFO. For new applicants, take note of the fact that you must complete three (3) registration
processes that are all distinct, one-time registrations in order to submit an application:

1. System for Award Management (SAM);
2. Grants.gov; and
3. eRA Commons Registration.

If you have already completed registrations for SAM and Grants.gov, you need to ensure that
your accounts are still active, and then register in eRA Commons. If you have not registered in
Grants.gov, the registration for Grants.gov and eRA Commons can be done at the same time.
You must register in eRA Commons and receive a Commons Username in order to have
access to electronic submission, receive notifications on the status of your application, and
retrieve grant information.

1. System for Award Management (SAM)

You must register with the System for Award Management (SAM). You will be assigned a
Unique Entity Identifier (UEI) as part of the registration process. SAM validates applicant
information and electronically shares the secure and encrypted data with the federal agencies’
finance offices to facilitate paperless payments through Electronic Funds Transfer (EFT).
Applicants must maintain an active SAM registration with current information at all times
during which it has an active federal award or an application under consideration by an agency.
To create a SAM user account, Register/Update entity, and/or Search Records, go to SAM.gov.

If you already have a SAM account, it is highly recommended that you renew your account
prior to the expiration date. SAM information must be active and up-to-date and should be
updated at least every 12 months to remain active (for both recipients and sub-recipients).
Once you update your record in SAM, it will take 48 to 72 hours to complete the validation

13


https://www.sam.gov/

processes. Grants.gov will reject electronic submissions from applicants with expired
registrations. If your SAM account expires, the renewal process can take 7-10 business days.

2. Grants.gov

You can register to obtain a Grants.gov username and password at Grants.gov. Grants.gov
requires a one-time registration to submit applications. Registration information can be found
on the Grants.gov “Applicants” tab. Be sure the person submitting your application is properly
registered with Grants.gov as the Authorized Organization Representative (AOR) for the specific
UEI number cited on the SF-424 (first page). See the Organization Registration User Guide for
details at Grants.gov organization registration.

3. eRA Commons Registration

eRA Commons is an online data platform that allows applicants, award recipients, and federal
staff to securely share, manage, and process award-related information. You must have a valid
UEI number to complete the eRA Commons registration. This is a one-time registration. For
organizations registering with eRA Commons for the first time, a Signing Official (SO) must
complete the online Register Institution form. Instructions on how to complete the form are on
the Register in eRA Commons page.

After the SO completes the online Institution Registration Form and receives an email that the
registration has been approved, the organization will be active in eRA Commons. The SO will
receive an email with an eRA Commons User ID for the SO account role. The SO can create
additional accounts for the organization. Organizations can have multiple user accounts with
the SO role. Any user with the SO role will be able to create and maintain additional accounts
for the organization’s staff, including the required account for the Principal Investigator/Project
Director (PI/PD). SAMHSA designates the person with this eRA role as the Project Director or
PD.

Important: Organizations must identify at least one SO to submit an application. This individual
should be listed in the Authorized Representative section on page 3 of the SF-424. The PD is
listed as the person to contact regarding the application on page 1 of the SF-424 (section f) and
must have an account with the ‘PI’ role in eRA Commons. The PD’s eRA Commons Username
must be entered in Line 4 (Applicant Identifier) of the SF-424. The individual that has the SO
account cannot also be the PI/PD.

Download the required application components

Applicants must go to both Grants.gov (Grants.gov) and the SAMHSA website (SAMHSA.gov) to
download the required documents needed to apply for a grant.

On Grants.gov, select the ‘How to Apply for Grants’ option from the ‘Applicants’ Tab at the top
of the screen. Click on the Search. On the Search Grants webpage, enter the Opportunity

14
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Number (i.e., SM-23-001). You can find the funding opportunity number on the cover page of
the NOFO.

Download both the Application Instruction and Application Package. You can view, print, or
save all the forms in the Application Package and then complete them for electronic submission
to Grants.gov. You can save completed forms and printed them for your records.

Additional documents for submission (SAMHSA Website)

You will find other materials you will need to complete your application on the SAMHSA
website at Application Forms and Resources.

15


http://www.samhsa.gov/grants/applying/forms-resources

CHAPTER 5 - Completing and Submitting Your Grant Application
Overview

In this chapter valuable tips are provided to guide you as you complete and submit your grant
application.

Tips on Completing and Submitting Your Application

1. Learn how to effectively navigate Grants.gov Workspace or eRA
ASSIST

SAMHSA requires applicants to electronically submit their application using eRA ASSIST,
Grants.gov Workspace, or another system-to-system provider. Below is information on eRA
ASSIST and Grants.gov Workspace:

1) eRA ASSIST — The Application Submission System and Interface for Submission Tracking
(ASSIST) is an NIH sponsored online interface used to prepare applications using the SF-
424 form set, submit electronically through Grants.gov to SAMHSA and other
participating agencies, and track grant applications. [Note: ASSIST requires an eRA
Commons ID to access the system]

2) Grants.gov Workspace — You can use the shared, online environment of the Grants.gov
Workspace to collaboratively work on different forms within the application package.

The specific actions you need to take to submit your application will vary by the submission
method as listed above. Information on how to submit your application through eRA ASSIST or
Grants.gov Workspace can be found at:

e To submit to Grants.gov using ASSIST: eRA Modules, User Guides, and
Documentation | Electronic Research Administration (eRA)
e To submit to Grants.gov using the Grants.gov Workspace: Grants.gov Workspace

Regardless of the option you use, your application will be subject to the same registration
requirements, completed with the same data items, routed through Grants.gov, validated
against the same agency business rules, assembled in a consistent format for review
consideration, and tracked in eRA Commons. All applications that are successfully submitted
must be validated by Grants.gov before proceeding to the eRA Commons system and
validations.

2. Begin the necessary groundwork before the NOFO is announced.

Ensure that you have the three registrations completed so you can respond to a SAMHSA
grant announcement. You should give yourself as much lead time as possible to write your

16
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application. Keep your program materials up-to-date and be aware of current and
emerging SAMHSA projects that match your interests and needs.

Prior to the start of the new fiscal year which begins on October 1, SAMHSA will post a
forecast for grants it plans to post in the upcoming fiscal year. The forecast is on the SAMHSA
Grant Announcements webpage. In addition, many professional organizations and national
associations highlight Federal grant programs in their newsletters to constituents well in
advance of the official notice. Take advantage of lead time to develop ideas and to begin the
necessary groundwork before the grant project is officially announced.

Develop a network of contacts that can help, such as State and local government entities,
university staff, and individuals and other organizations that may provide support to the
project. Develop a committee and get key participants in place to assist with the application
development.

3. Establish a timetable to develop your grant application when the NOFO is
announced

Establish a plan for what needs to be completed, by whom, and when. Developing a grant
application requires the same diligent planning and scheduling as does any other labor-
intensive, priority project. For example, it is recommended that you identify individuals
(called your grant writing team) who can complete certain necessary tasks:

e A person responsible for writing the application—Although several individuals may
write specific sections of the application, one person should pull the entire application
together to make sure it flows and that nothing is omitted or repeated.

e Aperson or small committee removed from the process to critique the first draft
and identify questions or gaps—In particular, this individual or committee should
carefully review the Project Narrative to make sure that thorough responses have
been provided for the evaluation criteria.

e Aperson to request and coordinate receipt of Letters of Commitment — This
individual might help the organization by writing a draft letter of commitment
outlining how the potential partners or organizations will contribute to the proposed
project. Many partners/organizations may be willing to commit to becoming
involved in the project but may not have time to draft a letter. The letters must be
recent and specific about the roles and responsibilities of these entities. The Letter of
Commitment should include four items:

o How long and in what capacity has the organization been working with your
organization?

o What are the specific responsibilities the organization is going to assume
during the proposed grant award period for the project?

17
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o Why does the organization support the project?
o How does the project better the community/clients?

A template for a Letter of Commitment is included in Appendix C. A Letter of Commitment
is different from a Letter of Support. A Letter of Support describes general support of the
grant project while a Letter of Commitment outlines the specific contributions an
organization will make in the project. SAMHSA’s NOFOs specify that Letters of Support
should not be included in the application. A Letter of Commitment is also different from a
Memorandum of Agreement (MOA). A MOA is a formal and contracted partnership that
allows sharing of services between organizations according to agreed-upon terms. A
template for an MOU is also in Appendix C.

A sample work plan is in Appendix D.

4. Make sure your proposed project matches the intent of the NOFO

It is critical that the project you are proposing fully aligns with the parameters for the grant
project outlined in the NOFO. Carefully review the grant project goals, description, and
evaluation criteria to ensure that your proposed project approach can fulfill the actual
project requirements.

5. Lay out a master plan

A good application should provide a master plan, a vision of where the project is going and
the expected results. The master plan should cover key questions of who, what, where,
when, and why. The application should include realistic goals, measurable objectives,
tasks required to accomplish the objectives, and a methodology to evaluate
accomplishments.

Within the required page limits, describe how you will implement the project. Do not provide
unnecessary detail. Be sure to provide evidence-based justification for your goals and a
convincing description of how and why you think you will be able to accomplish them.

6. Take advantage of SAMHSA resources for technical assistance

SAMHSA staff is available to answer questions as you prepare your application. You can
seek information about grants management, budget issues, and project requirements.
Each NOFO identifies a staff member from the Division of Grants Management and a staff
member from the Center/Office to help answer your questions.

For some NOFOs, a pre-application webinar may be held. Webinars are announced on the
SAMHSA website in the box labeled Application Materials. In addition, some NOFOs include
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) about the grant. The FAQs will also be posted in the
Application Materials box. Therefore, it is critical to periodically check the website to see
whether any other information about the grant has been posted.
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7. Follow instructions about formatting your application

Carefully review the formatting requirements for your application. An application that does not
follow the required format may not be forwarded for review. In particular, pay attention to
directions about page limits and font size. In addition, all attachments must be in PDF format.
One strategy to make sure you stay within the page limitations is to put a header at the top of
each page of the Project Narrative that shows how many pages have been used, such as Page 1
of 10, Page 2 of 10. You would start the headers at the top of Section A of the Project
Narrative. It is possible to save some space by putting all of the citations in an Attachment but
note where reviewers can locate the citations. SAMHSA does not require that you use a
specific style for formatting citations.

8. Make a reasonable funding request and match the budget to the scope
of work.

It is important that the budget request clearly reflects the project scope. Be specific and justify
each item for all years of support you are requesting. The funds requested per year may not
exceed the dollar limit noted in the NOFO. Applicants are encouraged to apply only for the
grant amount which they can reasonably spend based on the activities that will be
implemented, including the number of clients they propose to serve annually. (See Chapter
10).

9. If applicable, thoroughly address all participant protection elements

Unless otherwise indicated, all applicants for SAMHSA funding must address confidentiality and
participant protection guidelines. You must address all of the participant protection elements.
Take note of the fact that most of the elements have multiple components. You must address
all components. If any of these components are not applicable to your project, explain why. It
is not acceptable to just include a statement that you will obtain approval of the project
through your organization’s Institutional Review Board (IRB), to just insert a copy of your Policy
and Procedure Manual, or to not address the elements. Even if an IRB will review your
application, you must thoroughly address all of the components of participant protection in

your application (See Chapter 9).

10. Do not wait until the last minute to submit your application

SAMHSA recommends that you submit your application at least 24-48 hours prior to the
deadline. Too often applicants try to submit their application an hour or two before the
deadline and encounter technical problems or receive error messages which results in not
getting their application in before the deadline. You need to allow time to resolve any issues
that may arise.

You will receive three emails after you submit your application:

1) An email confirming receipt of your application;
2) An email notifying you if the application was successfully validated or has errors;
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3) An email notifying you that the application has been received by SAMHSA.

It is important to monitor your application through Grants.gov and eRA as both systems can
reject the application. The NOFO includes information about how to contact the Grants.gov
helpdesk and the eRA Commons service desk if you experience any technical difficulties in the
submission process. You are responsible for viewing and tracking your applications in eRA
Commons after submission through Grants.gov to ensure successful submission.

11. Complete the abstract

Do not forget to include an abstract in your application submission. The abstract is a summary
of the grant proposal and highlights the most important components of the proposed project.

It must not be longer than 35 lines. It should include the project name, population(s) to be
served, strategies/interventions, project goals and measurable objectives, including the number
of people to be served annually and throughout the project period. In the first five lines or less
of your abstract, write a summary of your project that can be used, if your project is funded, in
publications, reports to Congress, or press releases.
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CHAPTER 6 - The Project Narrative - Responding to the Evaluation
Criteria

Overview

The Project Narrative describes what you intend to do in your project and is your response to
the evaluation criteria. In this chapter you will learn about what information you will likely
need to include for each section of the Project Narrative. In addition, important points are
raised for you to consider as you respond to the evaluation criteria. Finally, critiques are
provided of actual responses to evaluation criteria.

Sections of the Project Narrative

In the Project Narrative, you will describe how you intend to implement the project. The
Project Narrative generally has four or five sections with each section assigned a point value.
The total point value is 100. It is critical to take note of the page limits for the Project Narrative
specified in the NOFO. Peer reviewers evaluate the technical merits and assign a score for each
section. Your application will be reviewed and scored according to the quality of your response
to the requirements in the Project Narrative.

Sections of the Project Narrative that are often in NOFOs are:

Population of Focus and Statement of Need

In this section, you are expected to describe the unmet need(s) or emerging problem(s) to be
addressed by the project in your catchment area.

You may need to include the following information in this section:

e The specific geographic catchment area where you will implement the project;

e The population(s) of focus;

e The demographics characteristics of the population(s) of focus;

e The nature of the problem within the geographic catchment area, including the
extent of need, barriers to care, and gaps in service for the population(s) of focus;

e Health disparities in the population(s) of focus;

e The need for greater capacity in your organization to address the identified need;
and

e Resources that may be available to the project.

You will be expected to use current quantitative data to describe your population(s) of focus
and the geographic catchment area. Additionally, to the extent available, use local data to
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describe the need and service gaps, supplemented with state and/or national data. Itis
important for you to remember to cite your sources of data.

Sources of local data may include:

e State and county public agencies;
e School systems;

e Court systems;

e HIV/AIDS planning councils;

e Community health assessments;
e Arrest data;

e United Way organizations; and

e Hospitals.

Sources of national data may include:

e U.S. Census Bureau;

e SAMHSA; and

e Other federal agencies, e.g., the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC),
the Health Resources Services Administration (HRSA).

Links to websites for quantitative data can be found in Appendix |.

In addition to quantitative data, it is also recommended that you compile qualitative data about
the need in the catchment area, such as data obtained through focus groups with consumers,
clients, family members of consumers, and/or other key constituents or informants.

Proposed Implementation Approach

This section requires you to outline the goals and measurable objectives of the project and how
you plan to implement the required activities.

You may need to include the following information in this section:

e The purpose of the proposed project;

e Realistic goals and measurable objectives and how they align with the Statement of
Need;

e The unduplicated number of individuals that will receive services or training in the
project;

e Atimeline for the entire project period; and

e How you will implement all of the required activities.
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Proposed Evidence-Based Service/Practice

This section requires you to identify the Evidence-Based Practices (EBPs) that you will
implement and to justify their use with the population (s) of focus.

You may need to include the following information in this section:

e A description of the EBPs you plan to implement. This description should reference why
each EBP is appropriate for the problem area you plan to address and your population(s)
of focus;

e Specific information about any modifications you plan to make to the EBPs and a
justification for making these modifications; and

e How you plan to monitor the implementation of the EBPs to ensure they are
implemented according to EBP guidelines.

If you plan to implement services or practices that are not evidence-based, you must show that
these services/practices are effective. You will need to cite sources, such as articles from
research journals, to document the effectiveness of these services or practices. If this type of
information is unavailable, you may provide information from other sources, such as
unpublished studies or documents describing formal consensus among recognized experts.

You may want to provide services that you can show have been successful, but you want to
implement the services with another population of focus or in a different community. This
plan is acceptable as long as you thoroughly explain what you are trying to do, your expected
outcomes, what you will do to modify the project if needed, and why you believe these
modifications will improve the project. This supporting material must be based on evidence
from the field and included as part of your documentation.

Staff and Organizational Experience

In this section, you are expected to describe the capability and experience of your
program/organization to implement the project, your history in providing services to the
population(s) of focus, and your experience with similar projects.

You may need to include the following information in this section:

e The linkages of your organization to the population(s) of focus and ties to
grassroots/community-based organizations that are rooted in the culture(s) and
language(s) of this population;

e The capability and experience of other organizations/partners that will be involved in
the project;

e Key staff that will be involved in the project, including their roles, level of effort and
gualifications as well as their experience providing services to the population(s) of focus
and their familiarity with its culture(s) and language(s).
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Data Collection and Performance Measurement

All Federal programs require that performance data is collected and reported. In this section,
you will need to document your ability to collect and report on the required performance
measures and describe your performance assessment plan. To document your ability to
collect and report on the required performance measures, you may describe your experience
collecting and reporting data for other grant awards.

You may need to include the following information in this section:

e What data collection instruments you will use;

e How data will be collected and what staff member(s) will oversee this component;
e How you will use the data collected to manage, monitor, and enhance the program;
e How you plan to conduct the performance assessment; and

e The quality improvement process you will implement.

You will need to determine what tools you will use to collect the required performance data
and to take note of how frequently the data needs to be reported to SAMHSA.

In considering the assessment of the project, some points to consider are:

® Your local university may offer help in providing experts in the performance
assessment field;

® |t may be worthwhile to have an evaluator involved in the project from the start to
help you identify the tools and techniques that can be used in the project; and

¢ All performance assessment components must be integrated - goals and objectives,
assessment questions, methodology, instruments, analysis, and Government
Performance and Results Act (GPRA) requirements.

The Government Performance and Results Act was passed in 1993 as a data reporting
mechanism for holding government programs accountable for the outcomes of their programs.
GPRA requires regular reporting of performance data to the Office of Management and Budget
in order to monitor the effectiveness of government programs. As part of the GPRA mandate,
all SAMHSA grants must collect and report performance data. The GPRA measures for each
program will be included in the NOFO and cannot be altered by recipients. The NOFO will also
include instructions on how the data are to be collected and reported, what instruments are to
be used, and how the data are to be submitted.

Responding to the Evaluation Criteria

As your response to the evaluation criteria is the most critical part of the application,
extensive information is provided about how to effectively complete this part of the
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application. In addition, examples are provided to illustrate some of the points that are
raised.

Key points to consider:

e [tis not necessary to type the criterion in the Project Narrative. However, you
must indicate the section letter and number before your response to each
criterion (A.1, B.2).

e [tisimportant to note that many of the criteria have multiple components and you must
address all components. For example, the following criterion has up to five components
that you must be addressed:

(1) Describe the experience of your organization with similar projects and/or (2)
providing services to the population(s) of focus for this NOFO. (3) Identify other
organization(s) that you will partner with in the proposed project. (4) Describe their
experience providing services to the population(s) of focus, and their (5) specific roles
and responsibilities for this project.

Clearly delineate your response to each component so reviewers do not have to sort
through several pages of narrative or paragraphs to find your responses.

e Define all acronyms before you use them.

e Provide explicit detail for all of your responses to the evaluation criteria. Do not
simply re-state or “parrot” the information in the NOFO. The one comment that
reviewers consistently make is that applicants do not provide sufficient detail in
their responses to the evaluation criteria. If you provide a very general response
to the criteria, it will be difficult for reviewers to get a clear understanding of
whether your implementation plan will effectively address the identified
problem in your community. However, make sure the detail that is provided
directly relates to the criterion you are addressing. Consider the following
criterion: Describe how the required activities will be implemented. Reviewers
are looking for specific information about the activities you will be
implementing. If a reviewer cannot answer “who” “what” “how” “when” and
“why” after reading the response, there may not be enough detail for the
reviewer to determine that you have a viable plan to implement the activity.

7 il

e [tisimportant to be mindful of the page limits as well as the number of points
allocated for each section. Within the specified page limits, you need to describe
the project and how it is to be carried out. Do not provide extraneous
information that is not pertinent to the criteria or unnecessary detail. For
example, in some instances applicants provide extensive detail about research
related to the EBPs they plan to implement and a step-by-step description of
how they will be implemented. This level of detail is not required by the
criterion. In addition, if one section is 30 points and another section is 10 points,
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you should ensure that the number of pages of narrative allotted to each of
these sections to some degree aligns with the point value. Information will be
provided about the recommended number of pages to devote to each section.

e Be sure to put information under the appropriate criterion. Do not answer a
criterion by referencing the information that was provided in another section. If
you reference information in another criterion, it will not be considered by
reviewers.

e Make sure you carefully read each criterion and provide a response to exactly
what is asked for. For example, if one of the criteria in the section on Staffing
and Organizational Experience asks you to discuss how key staff members have
demonstrated experience and are qualified to serve the population(s) of focus, it
is expected that you will discuss the qualifications of specific key staff members,
not the experience of your organization in providing services to population(s) of
focus.

e If possible, explain why requested information is not provided. If one of the
evaluation criteria asks for information that is not available, it is important to
explain why this information is not available and what your plan is to collect it.

e Itisrecommended that you do not use vague terminology, such as “ongoing” or
“regular”. Provide specific time frames for processes that will be implemented.

e If you are confused and have questions about the evaluation criteria, contact the
program staff identified in the NOFO.

Population of Focus and Statement of Need

e [tis critical to clearly define the population(s) of focus.

e Animportant element that you need to consider in the design of your project is
the size of the population of focus. For example, proposing to implement a
project serving both undergraduate and graduate students on a large university
campus that has over 40,000 students may not be realistic. Carefully evaluate
how large a population you can realistically serve.

e Clearly define the geographic catchment area for the project. For example, if the
statement is made that the project will be implemented in New York City, it
would be critical to indicate whether the entire city would be the catchment
area or specific boroughs as the scope of the project would be very different if
the entire city was the catchment area as opposed to one or two boroughs.

e To help reviewers understand the need for the project, you should explain why
the geographic catchment area was selected.

e Inyour description of the statement of need, make sure you reference current
data. In addition, if you are describing the need in your community, use local
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data to give reviewers a clear picture of the extent of need in this community
rather than focusing on state or national data. If local data is not available, note
this in your response and discuss how you plan to collect local data.

If the purpose of a project is to provide services to a specific population, such as
youth and young adults up to and including age 24, make sure the statement of
need provides data specific to this population. For example, if your project will
focus on suicide prevention, you may include documentation of suicide rates in
the State but suicide rates for youth and young adults in your geographic
catchment area should also be provided.

Make sure you provide citations for data that is provided. You can place
citations in an attachment. You do not need to include them in the Project
Narrative.

To display demographic information, sample tables are provided in Appendix E.

Proposed Implementation Approach

In developing your timeline, read the criterion carefully. For example, this
criterion will indicate that the timeline must cover the entire project period, not
just the first year. In addition, the criterion will stipulate the timeline must
delineate responsible staff, not the organization that will be responsible but
specific staff members. If there are important tasks described in the required
activities section that must be completed by a specific date, such as the
development of a Disparity Impact Statement, these tasks should be included in
the timeline. Finally, make sure you present the activities in your timeline in a
logical sequence and that you allow for sufficient time for certain tasks, such as
hiring staff. (See Appendix B for a sample template.)

Develop realistic goals and measurable objectives (see [Chapter 8). The
objectives must be linked to specific goals. In addition, in the section on data
collection and performance measurement, make sure you discuss how you plan
to collect data to evaluate whether the objectives have been achieved.

The goals and measurable objectives should align with the statement of need
outlined in the Statement of Need section of the Project Narrative.

In describing the screening and assessment tools that you will use, include the
following information:

o Whether it is evidence-based;
o The content of the instrument (i.e., a 10-item questionnaire);
o Whether it evaluates substance use/misuse and/or mental health issues;

o How it is administered (i.e., clinician-administered, self-administered); and
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o Whether it has been validated for use with the population of focus.

Concisely but thoroughly describe how you will implement all of the required activities
in your project as well as any allowable activities you have selected.

Develop a realistic plan to implement the project. Reviewers will be evaluating whether
it is feasible to implement all of the components of the project. For example, do not
assume that more is better. For example, if you propose to implement ten EBPs, the
reviewers will expect you to specifically address how you will realistically train staff on
all of the EBPs and how you will effectively monitor the delivery of all of the EBPs to
ensure that they are delivered according to EBP guidelines.

Evidence Based Practices

It is important to clearly describe why you chose specific EBPs for the project.

Provide documentation of the evidence base for the use of the EBPs with the
population(s) of focus and expected outcomes. If you make a statement that an EBP has
been found to be effective with a specific population, literature citations must be
included to support this statement.

Staff and Organizational Experience

In describing your organization’s experience with similar projects, clearly describe your
experience collecting data and reporting on performance measures in terms of past
funders, types of evaluations conducted, and outcomes achieved. If you state that the
performance assessment will be conducted by an evaluator outside of the organization,
such as a professor from a local university, make sure you document this individual’s
experience with federally funded projects to include the collection, analysis, and
reporting of GPRA data and other performance measures.

Make sure the level of effort for the Project Director or other
management/supervisory staff is sufficient to effectively oversee the project. If
the level of effort for the Project Director, for example, is relatively low it is
important to identify which staff members will be responsible for managing the
grant and explain this in the Project Narrative.

If the NOFO indicates that Key Personnel, such as the Project Director, must have
a specified level of effort (LOE), make sure the LOE for Key Personnel are met
and are also reflected in the budget.

In describing how staff members are familiar with the culture(s) and language(s)
of the population(s) of focus, it is not sufficient to indicate that “he/she serves
the population of focus and understands its culture”. Itis also not sufficient to
provide a general statement stating that all staff members have experience with
the population of focus. Make sure you document each individual’s experience
providing services to the population of focus and their familiarity with the
cultures and languages of this population.
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e [f staff members are identified in this section, make sure they are included in the
budget and narrative justification.

e If partners are identified that will participate in the project, make sure Letters of
Commitment for all of the partners are included in the specified attachment. In
addition, it is not sufficient to just describe the services provided by the partners.
You must describe their roles and responsibilities in the project.

e Many applicants fail to include all the required information about project staff,
such as qualifications, roles, and level of effort. To ensure that you provide all of
the information, one option is to provide it in a table. See Appendix G for a
sample table that shows how this information might be displayed.

Data Collection and Performance Measurement

e Inresponding to the criteria on performance assessment, it is recommended that you

address the following points:

o The data (i.e., performance indicators) that you will use for the performance
assessment;

o The plan for reviewing and reporting on progress achieved in meeting the goals and
objectives, barriers encountered, and efforts to overcome these barriers; and

o Who will be responsible for collecting, analyzing, and reporting on the data to be
used in the performance assessment?

e If an evaluation team will be responsible for data analysis and reporting, the individuals
that comprise this team must be specified.

e See Appendix F for more specific information about responding to this section.

CRITIQUES of APPLICANT RESPONSES

Weakness: Not specifically responding to the criteria

Evaluation Criterion: Describe the Evidence-Based Practice(s) (EBPs) that will be used to help
implement the program and justify its use for your population(s) of focus, program, and the
intent of the NOFO.

Applicant’s Response: The Community Recovery Project is a comprehensive approach to
suicide elimination utilizing the public health model to fulfill the identified elements of the
National Strategy for Suicide Prevention. Evidence-based interventions are proposed at all
levels of the public health model in order to ensure the maximum number of intercepts in order
to prevent deaths by suicide in the identified population and sub-populations. To be effective,
comprehensive programming focused on strategies to address issues in the individual, the
environment, and the means. Interventions that target individuals, such as immediate access
to integrated medical and behavioral health services, combine with interventions targeting the
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environment, such as seamless care coordination, effective sharing and uses of data, peer and
family supports, and strong community-based prevention initiatives, that combine with
interventions designed to disrupt the means of suicide and reduce access to lethal means from
the architecture of this proposal.

Critique: The applicant organization notes its understanding of the need for evidence-based
practices and its plans for incorporating them in the project. However, it does not identify any
specific EBPs it will implement in the project.

Weakness: Not specifically responding to the criteria
Evaluation Criterion: Describe how you will identify, recruit, and retain the population of focus.

Applicant’s Response: In alignment with best practices, individuals who have historically
experienced sustained discrimination or reduced social opportunities because of their race,
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, physical or mental disability, religion or socioeconomic
status must receive the same opportunities as other citizens to participate in substance abuse
treatment programs. To support this fundamental belief, the program has developed eligibility
criteria that are nondiscriminatory. It has developed a “no wrong door” entry policy with
numerous referral sources and will ensure that all clients receive the same level of care and
quality of treatment. The program has been adapted to better meet the needs of clients with
co-occurring disorders and utilizes EBPs and practices to engage and retain clients. The
program also keeps track of retention rates and reviews these retention rates to identify factors
contributing to the rates as part of the quality improvement process.

Critique: Although the applicant outlines its approach to the provision of services, it does not
specifically address how it will identify, recruit, or retain clients.

Weakness: Not specifically responding to the criteria

Evaluation Criteria: Describe how the community-based organization will change community
norms to prevent and reduce substance abuse/HIV.

Applicant’s Response: The Center has a rich history of addressing health disparities in
disparate communities. In 2000, the Center received funding to establish a state-wide HIV
Education Center to address the needs of African American and Latino young adults living with
HIV/AIDS. The partnership was established with the local university and a prominent Latino
serving organization. In that time, the Center conducted community assessments, held focus
groups, and established a national research committee to address HIV/AIDS prevention in
young adults. Data gathered from this intervention was used to develop strategies for the
prevention of HIV/AIDS in young adults. As such, the Center will build upon this experience and
its 15-year history of health disparities work to inform and educate the community on methods
to prevent and reduce substance abuse and HIV/AIDS.
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Critique: The applicant organization provides information about how it has been involved in
addressing health disparities, particularly relative to HIV. However, it does not specifically
address how it will change community norms to prevent and reduce substance abuse/HIV. It
mentions that it will work to inform and educate the community on methods to prevent and
reduce substance abuse and HIV/AIDS but does not provide any specific information about how
it will do this.

Weakness: Lack of detail/specific information related to the criterion
Evaluation Criterion: Describe how you will identify, recruit, and retain the population of focus

Applicant’s Response: We are well-established as a resource in the health and human services
community, with long and productive relationships with most referring agencies in our area,
including the County Health Department, the University Health Center, and the Local
Management Board. We play a key role in providing health information from the Health
Department, the University, and others to women with substance abuse and mental health
problems, including homeless women. We have credibility with the target population due to
our long history of providing culturally sensitive and responsive services. We also do a
considerable amount of outreach work cen