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Why GAO Did This Study 
VA’s adaptive sports grant program 
distributes $8 million annually to 
organizations that provide sports 
activities for veterans and service 
members with disabilities. The U.S. 
Olympic Committee (USOC) played an 
intermediary role from fiscal year 2010, 
when the program was implemented, 
through 2013. USOC received funds 
from VA and subgranted them to 
selected grantees.  VA is now 
responsible for selecting grantees and 
program administration. Congress 
included a provision in statute for GAO 
to review VA’s program management. 
 
GAO reviewed (1) how VA selected 
grantees to provide activities for 
veterans and service members with 
disabilities; (2) how VA monitors 
grantees’ use of funds; and (3) what 
programs and activities were 
supported with fiscal year 2014 funds, 
and what is known about its benefits. 
GAO reviewed a nongeneralizable 
sample of 16 of the 69 grant files 
accounting for about $3.7 million of the 
$8 million awarded in fiscal year 2014; 
and interviewed VA officials, as well as 
grantee officials and adaptive sports 
participants during site visits to 
adaptive sports events in three states, 
selected in part to ensure regional 
diversity.  
 
  

What GAO Recommends 
GAO recommends that VA (1) specify 
the number and frequency of annual 
site visits and remote audits, and (2) 
systematically identify and disseminate 
techniques for reducing no-shows. VA 
concurred with both recommendations. 
  

What GAO Found 
From December 2013 through September 2014, VA developed implementing 
regulations, announced availability of funding, and selected grantees—ultimately 
awarding 69 grants from a pool of 161 applications to receive funding under its 
adaptive sports grant program. VA selected grantees in three steps, including (1) 
eliminating non-qualifying applications, (2) scoring and ranking qualifying 
applications using nine criteria, such as strength of the proposed program 
concept, and (3) a final step that included, among other things, eliminating 
unnecessary costs from proposed budgets.  VA officials said limited available 
time necessitated the use of a standard federal grant application form rather than 
one tailored for the program. Because the form did not include some information 
needed to assess applications—such as the roles of partner organizations—VA 
asked for narrative attachments. These attachments varied greatly in length and 
detail which VA officials said made their review quite labor intensive.  In addition, 
some applications did not contain needed information.  For example, 3 of the 16 
grant files reviewed by GAO did not contain documentation of the grantee’s 
financial management capabilities. VA customized its application form for fiscal 
year 2015, and VA officials said this led to a substantial improvement in the 
application process.   
 
VA developed a grant monitoring approach for fiscal year 2014 grants that relied 
on quarterly and annual reports from grantees (containing information on 
financial and sports activities), site visits, and remote auditing of selected 
grantees. In the sample of 16 grant files reviewed, GAO found grantees generally 
complied with VA’s quarterly reporting requirements. VA has improved the 
quarterly report template so that it requests information on time spent on direct 
personal interaction with participants. Through June 2015, VA provided GAO with 
reports of 8 visits covering 9 of its 69 grants. However, VA did not initiate a 
remote audit until August 2015.  The agency developed a draft grant monitoring 
plan in the fourth quarter of fiscal year 2015, but the plan does not specify the 
number or frequency of site visits and remote audits. This omission risks the 
possibility that none will be performed in some years, or performed very late in 
the year, thus missing an opportunity for prompt detection of the misuse of funds.        
 
The grants supported a variety of sports activities and afforded participant 
benefits such as socialization and improved personal independence, according to 
the participants, coaches, and grantee officials GAO interviewed. The 69 
grantees in fiscal year 2014 planned activities that encompassed many different 
adaptive sports, with cycling, boating, and snow skiing among the most common. 
Overall, the allotment for administrative costs in grantees’ budgets was about 5.7 
percent of the total $8 million awarded in fiscal year 2014—below the statutory 
maximum of 7.5 percent. However, some grantee officials expressed concern 
about a significant no-show rate. VA officials confirmed that no-shows are a 
problem, and stated that they had shared information with some grantees about 
ways to reduce no-shows. However, they have not systematically gathered and 
disseminated such techniques to all grantees, which could promote higher 
attendance rates and maximum benefit of federal dollars. 

View GAO-15-791. For more information, 
contact Daniel Bertoni at (202) 512-7215 or 
bertonid@gao.gov. 

  United States Government Accountability Office 

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-15-791
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-15-791
mailto:bertonid@gao.gov


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Letter  1 

Background 3 
Grant Selection Process Had Limitations in Fiscal Year 2014, but 

VA Implemented an Improved Process in Fiscal Year 2015 6 
VA Monitors Grantees in Several Ways, but its Approach for 2014 

Grantees Had Limitations 13 
VA Grants Funded a Range of Adaptive Sports Activities, but 

Some Grantees Expressed Concern with No-Shows 21 
Conclusions 28 
Recommendations for Executive Action 28 
Agency Comments 29 

Appendix I Objectives, Scope and Methodology 30 

 

Appendix II Comments from the Department of Veterans Affairs 33 

 

Appendix III GAO Contact and Staff Acknowledgments 35 
 

Tables 

Table 1: Differences between FY 2014 and 2015 Grant 
Application Formats for Veterans Affairs’ Adaptive Sports 
Grant Program 12 

Table 2: Comparison of Quarterly Report Requirements to VA’s 
Quarterly Report Format 15 

Table 3: Examples of Issues VA Identified in Reviews of Grantees’ 
First and Second Quarter Fiscal Year 2015 Reports 20 

Table 4: Examples of Issues VA Identified During VA Site Visits to 
Grantees 21 

Table 5: Descriptions of How Selected Sports Can be Adapted for 
Persons with Disabilities 23 

Table 6: Statements about Benefits of Adaptive Sports Activities 
by VA Adaptive Sports Grant Coaches, Grantee Officials, 
and Participants 25 

 

Contents 

Page i GAO-15-791  VA Adaptive Sports Grants 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figures 

Figure 1: Key Events and Results of Fiscal Year 2014 Application 
and Review Process for Veterans Affairs’ Adaptive Sports 
Grant Program 7 

Figure 2: Number of Adaptive Sports Grants Supporting Various 
Sports, FY 2014 22 

Figure 3: Total Proposed Spending, by Budget Category, by VA 
Adaptive Sports Grant Program Grantees, Fiscal Year 
2014 24 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Abbreviations 
 
GAO U.S. Government Accountability Office  
OMB Office of Management and Budget 
USOC U.S. Olympic Committee 
VA Department of Veterans Affairs 
 
 
 
 

This is a work of the U.S. government and is not subject to copyright protection in the 
United States. The published product may be reproduced and distributed in its entirety 
without further permission from GAO. However, because this work may contain 
copyrighted images or other material, permission from the copyright holder may be 
necessary if you wish to reproduce this material separately. 

Page ii GAO-15-791  VA Adaptive Sports Grants 



 
 
 

441 G St. N.W. 
Washington, DC 20548 

September 28, 2015

The Honorable Johnny Isakson 
Chairman 
The Honorable Richard Blumenthal 
Ranking Member 
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
United States Senate 

The Honorable Jeff Miller 
Chairman 
The Honorable Corrine Brown 
Ranking Member 
Committee on Veterans’ Affairs 
House of Representatives 

In 2013, an estimated 3.6 million veterans had a disability due to service-
related injuries and illnesses.1 Due to advances in battlefield medicine a 
larger proportion of military personnel are surviving their injuries, though 
often with serious medical challenges including amputations, traumatic 
brain injuries, and post-traumatic stress disorder. In part to promote the 
lifelong health of veterans and service members with disabilities through 
regular participation in physical activity and sports, federal law authorized 
an adaptive sports grant program in 2008.2 As reauthorized in 2013, the 
law tasks the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) with making grants to 
eligible entities for planning, developing, managing, and implementing 
programs to provide adaptive sports opportunities for veterans and 
members of the armed services with disabilities. Initially authorized 
through fiscal year 2013, the program was reauthorized and amended in 
December 2013, with the reauthorization stating that VA can provide 
funding for adaptive sports opportunities occurring though fiscal year 

1 U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2013 American Community Survey. 
2 The program was initially authorized by the Veterans’ Benefits Improvement Act of 2008, 
Pub. L. No. 110-389, Title VII, 122 Stat. 4145, 4180-85. It was temporarily extended in 
September 2013 by the Department of Veterans Affairs Expiring Authorities Act of 2013, 
Pub. L. No. 113-37, § 2(b), 127 Stat. 523, and was subsequently reauthorized in 
December 2013 by the VA Expiring Authorities Extension Act of 2013, Pub. L. No. 113-59, 
§ 5, 127 Stat. 658-659.  

Letter 
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2016.3 The reauthorization also included a provision that GAO submit a 
report on the use of grants under the program.4 

Our objectives in this review were to determine (1) how the VA adaptive 
sports grant program selected grantees to provide adaptive sports 
activities for veterans and service members with disabilities; (2) how the 
program monitors grantees’ use of grant funds; and (3) what programs 
and activities have been supported with fiscal year 2014 grant funds, and 
what is known about how veterans and service members with disabilities 
may have benefited from these programs and activities.5 

To address the objectives outlined above, we limited our review to 
program grants made using fiscal year 2014 funds, which supported 
grantee activities that were to take place in fiscal year 2015. Because our 
audit work began and ended during VA’s first year of monitoring grantees, 
our work on VA’s grantee monitoring generally covered the first two 
quarters of fiscal year 2015—October 2014 through March 2015. We 
reviewed relevant federal laws and regulations, government-wide and VA 
grants management policies and other grants management criteria, VA’s 
July 2014 Notice of Funding Availability, quarterly status reports 
submitted by selected grantees for the first half of fiscal year 2015, and 
VA site visit reports of the grantees completed through June 2015. We 
also obtained VA data on grantee budgets and proposed activities. We 
interviewed VA officials about this data and determined that it was 
sufficiently reliable for the purposes of this report. We also reviewed 
relevant grants management criteria, such as VA’s agency-wide grants 
management policies. Further, we obtained VA data on grantee budgets 
and proposed activities. To better understand VA’s approach to grantee 
selection and oversight, we also reviewed a sample of VA’s grant files—
16 of the 69 grants awarded in fiscal year 2014. We selected these grants 
to include all 10 grants of $250,000 or more, and 6 grants that were 
randomly selected in a manner to ensure that we obtained at least one 
grantee from each category of grantees—national, regional, and 

3 See Pub. L. No. 113-59, § 5(e). Section 5(d) of the law authorizes appropriations for the 
program through fiscal year 2015. 
4 Pub. L. No. 113-59, § 5(f). 
5 VA awarded grants in September 2014 using fiscal year 2014 dollars. These grants 
supported grantee activities that were to take place in fiscal year 2015. For purposes of 
this report, we refer to these as fiscal year 2014 grants. 
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community-based organizations. In addition, we ensured that selected 
grantees included representation of different geographic regions. While 
this sample is not generalizable to all 69 grants, it accounts for about $3.7 
million, or 46 percent, of the $8 million in the grant funds awarded in fiscal 
year 2014. We also conducted interviews with officials of VA and the U.S. 
Olympic Committee (USOC), the latter of which had previously been 
responsible for administering the program. Finally, we conducted site 
visits to three events sponsored by selected grantees in Indiana, Illinois, 
and North Carolina. We selected events that occurred during our review 
while also considering regional diversity and travel considerations. During 
the visits, we observed sports events, and interviewed sponsoring 
organization officials, participant athletes, coaches, and instructors. In 
addition, we reviewed relevant documents and interviewed VA officials 
regarding changes to the grant application and review process in fiscal 
year 2015. 

We conducted this performance audit from November 2014 through 
September 2015 in accordance with generally accepted government 
auditing standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the 
audit to obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable 
basis for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We 
believe that the evidence we obtained provides a reasonable basis for our 
findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

 
Participation in adaptive sports—sports that have been specifically 
adapted or created for persons with disabilities—has been recognized by 
experts as an important means of rehabilitation for people with physical 
and other disabilities, including veterans and members of the armed 
services. 

In 2008, federal law authorized VA to establish a grant program to fund 
adaptive sports for veterans and members of the armed services with 
disabilities. First operated using fiscal year 2010 funds, the program is 
authorized to support activities that will facilitate, encourage, and sustain 
participation in adaptive sports activities. Under the program, grants are 
made to qualifying organizations, referred to in the law as eligible entities, 
that will plan, develop, manage and implement programs to provide 
adaptive sports opportunities. To be eligible for a grant, an organization 
must be a non-federal entity with significant experience in managing a 
large-scale adaptive sports program. Such experience must be with 
programs that are either (1) affiliated with a National Paralympic 
Committee or a National Governing Body authorized to provide 

Background 
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Paralympic sports, (2) an adaptive sports program of a National 
Governing Body that meets certain other requirements, or (3) an adaptive 
sports program in which at least 50 persons with disabilities participate or 
in which the participants with disabilities reside in at least five different 
congressional districts.6 Since fiscal year 2010, VA has allocated $8 
million per year for the program. 

During the program’s first four fiscal years—2010 through 2013—the 
USOC served an intermediary role in program management, receiving 
grant funds from VA and sub-granting them to organizations that provided 
adaptive sports opportunities and events.7 In 2012, we reported on the 
program’s actual or planned activities in fiscal years 2010 to 2012, when 
USOC was involved.8 At that time, we found several shortcomings in 
program reporting and oversight practices. For example, we found that 
expenditure reporting practices for grantees were not consistent with 
federal internal control standards, and that VA was not performing on-site 
or remote monitoring to verify how funds were being used. In addition, we 
reported that in fiscal year 2011 $3.1 million of the $7.5 million annually 
provided by VA—about 40 percent—was absorbed by USOC for its 
operations, personnel, and administrative costs. We made several 
recommendations aimed at improving grantee reporting and encouraged 
VA to review implementation of USOC’s monitoring plan. VA’s 

6 National Governing Bodies are organizations that oversee all aspects of their sport and 
are responsible for training, competition, and development of their sports. Both the 
appellations “Paralympic” and “adaptive sports” can be used when referring to recreational 
sports for those with a physical or visual disability. However, Paralympic can also refer to 
elite-level competition. For simplicity, this report uses the term adaptive sports.  
7 From 2008 through September 30, 2013, the law designated United States Paralympics, 
Inc. as the grantee to whom VA was authorized to award funds. United States 
Paralympics, Inc. is a division of the USOC. However, as we reported in 2012, when VA 
was preparing its first grant agreement, it was informed that USOC had dissolved United 
States Paralympics, Inc. as a separate entity and that it had been superseded by the 
Paralympics Division of the USOC. To ensure grants were used as provide under the law, 
VA reported that it awarded them directly to USOC. Subsequently, a statutory amendment 
enacted in September 2013 provided that the USOC, rather than United States 
Paralympics, Inc., was to be the recipient of any grant funds awarded. Pub. L. No. 113-37, 
§ 2(b), 127 Stat. 523. USOC is a non-profit organization that is responsible for training, 
entering, and funding U.S. teams for the Olympic and Paralympic games. The 
organization also has a well-established history of providing adaptive sports opportunities 
for people with disabilities.  
8 GAO, Veterans Paralympics Program: Improved Reporting Needed to Ensure Grant 
Accountability, GAO-12-703 (Washington D.C.: July 2012). 

Page 4 GAO-15-791  VA Adaptive Sports Grants 

                                                                                                                     

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-703


 
 
 
 
 

implementation of the program substantially addresses these 
recommendations.9 As appropriate, we refer to these recommendations 
and related VA actions to address them later in this report. 

In December 2013, the program was reauthorized with a number of 
changes. The reauthorization eliminated USOC’s role and instead 
provides that VA can award grants to eligible entities. In addition, the law 
placed specific limits on grantees’ use of grant funds for administrative 
and personnel costs. For grants supporting adaptive sports opportunities 
taking place during fiscal year 2015, grantees can allocate no more than 
7.5 percent to such costs; in fiscal year 2016 and thereafter, grantees will 
be limited to 5 percent. Law and regulation include other requirements for 
VA and grantees. For example, the adaptive sports program’s authorizing 
statute and regulations outline a number of criteria that guide grant 
application review and selection, including requirements that applicants 
clearly state the sports activities to be provided, clearly define program 
objectives, and describe the adequacy of their program management 
structure.10 In addition, applications must include detailed descriptions of 
any partnerships and the grant funds that will be provided to any partners; 
the anticipated personnel, travel, and administrative costs paid for with 
grant funding; and the performance metrics to be used to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the activities carried out with grant funds. VA grant 
programs are also subject to government-wide grants management 
requirements.11 

9 One of the recommendations pertained to VA’s review of the USOC’s monitoring plan, 
and is no longer relevant. 
10 See 38 C.F.R. pt. 77.  
11 The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) is responsible for developing 
government-wide grant guidance to ensure grants are managed properly and the grant 
funds are spent in accordance with applicable laws and regulations. In December 2013, 
OMB consolidated its grants management guidance into a single document, titled Uniform 
Administrative Requirements, Cost Principles, and Audit Requirements (Uniform 
Guidance), and published it in part 200 of title 2 of the Code of Federal Regulations. OMB 
guidance is applicable to all grant programs and provides policies to be followed by the 
grant-making agencies. These agencies then codify OMB’s guidance into their own grant 
regulations, making them binding on grantees. All of the grant-making agencies, including 
VA, adopted the Uniform Guidance for grants issued after December 26, 2014. For 
purposes of our review, the government-wide grant requirements for VA grantees were 
found at 38 C.F.R. parts 41 and 43.  
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In its first two years of awarding grants, VA has awarded grants near the 
end of the fiscal year for use by grantees to support activities to be 
carried out in the following fiscal year. For example, organizations that 
were awarded grants in fiscal year 2014 have used fiscal year 2014 funds 
to support adaptive sports activities during fiscal year 2015. Similarly, 
grantees will use grants awarded in fiscal year 2015 to support adaptive 
sports activities that will occur primarily during fiscal year 2016. Except 
where specifically noted, this report refers only to activities and events 
pertaining to grants awarded in fiscal year 2014. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In fiscal year 2014, the first year VA was responsible for selecting eligible 
entities to receive grants under the adaptive sports grant program, VA 
officials reported challenges because of tight time frames to obtain and 
review grant applications and the lack of a standard application form 
tailored for the adaptive sports grant program. (See fig. 1 for a timeline of 
events.) 

Grant Selection 
Process Had 
Limitations in Fiscal 
Year 2014, but VA 
Implemented an 
Improved Process in 
Fiscal Year 2015 

VA Faced a Tight 
Timeframe in Selecting 
Fiscal Year 2014 Grantees 
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Figure 1: Key Events and Results of Fiscal Year 2014 Application and Review 
Process for Veterans Affairs’ Adaptive Sports Grant Program 

 

Note: VA awarded grants in September 2014 using fiscal year 2014 dollars. These grants supported 
grantee activities that were to take place in fiscal year 2015. 
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As figure 1 illustrates, days after publishing the program’s interim final 
rule on July 1, 201412, VA issued a Notice of Funding Availability that 
informed potential applicants of the availability of grant funds for adaptive 
sports activities.13 The notice also specified the procedures for submitting 
an application, and outlined the selection criteria VA would use to select 
grants for funding. VA received 161 applications by the August 11, 2014 
application deadline, and then reviewed and evaluated the applications in 
several stages. In the first stage, VA staff rejected 68 applications that 
they determined did not meet the minimum eligibility requirements. 
According to VA officials and our review of available documentation, 
these applications were rejected for a variety of reasons, including 
ineligibility of the applicant for a grant, an incomplete application, or the 
ineligibility of the activities proposed for funding. In the second stage, the 
remaining 93 applications were scored and ranked by a three-person 
review panel consisting of VA adaptive sports experts who evaluated the 
applications according to nine criteria outlined in the Notice of Funding 
Availability (see sidebar).14 Based on the total of the three panelists’ 
scores, each application was ranked against the others, resulting in 81 
applications that met or exceeded a designated cutoff score. However, 
because these applicants’ proposed budgets collectively exceeded the $8 
million allocated for the program in fiscal year 2014, a third and final stage 
was necessary to eliminate additional applications.15 According to VA 
staff, the additional evaluation emphasized applications that combined  

12 Grants for Adaptive Sports Programs for Disabled Veterans and Disabled Members of 
the Armed Forces, 79 Fed. Reg. 37,211 (July 1, 2014). 
13 VA officials told us that they sought in various ways to ensure that potential applicants 
were aware of the grant program, in addition to issuing the Notice of Funding Availability. 
For example, officials told us they notified hundreds of organizations that had made 
inquiries about adaptive sport in recent years, coordinated and communicated with 
Veteran Service Organizations, relevant state agencies, and organizations such as the 
American Therapeutic Recreation Association.  
14 The panel consisted of three VA reviewers, including a rehabilitation therapy specialist, 
a health systems specialist who is also an adaptive paddle boarding instructor, and a 
public affairs officer with experience in community outreach. In some cases, a VA program 
official substituted for a panel member when, for example, a panel member had a conflict 
of interest involving an applicant.  
15 The Notice of Funding Availability stated that the ranked scores of applications would 
be used as the primary basis for selection. However, VA officials also explained that other 
considerations were permissible. These include selecting applicants that would be 
operating activities in locations with a large population of disabled veterans, and ensuring 
the appropriateness of proposed grantee expenditures. 
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low risk and high potential return. For example, it sought to ensure that 
proposed activities were occurring in areas with a large population of 
veterans with disabilities. In some cases, some aspects of a proposal 
were accepted and others rejected to make the proposed grant amount 
smaller. At the end of this process, VA selected 69 applications to which 
the $8 million allocated for the program in fiscal year 2014 was awarded. 

VA officials told us that completing all tasks necessary to award the 
grants before the end of fiscal year 2014 was very challenging—in part 
because of the limited time frame and because managing the solicitation 
and selection of grant applicants was a new experience for the 
responsible VA unit. However, VA officials explained that the alternative 
would have been that no program activities would have been funded with 
fiscal year 2014 dollars.16 Officials told us that developing and publishing 
the interim final rule to govern the program within about 6 months 
required considerable effort. VA officials also told us that development 
and authorization of an application form tailored to the program was not 
possible within the deadlines they faced in fiscal year 2014. Instead they 
opted to use a standard federal grant applications form—SF-424—
developed by OMB.17 Because law and regulation required the program’s 
grant applications to include information that the SF-424 forms are not 
designed to include—such as a description of the roles of any partner 
organization—VA required narrative attachments to this standard 
application form. These narratives varied greatly in length, detail, and 
format. According to one VA official, they ranged from about 7 pages to 
about 60 pages. 

As a result, according to VA officials, the review and approval process for 
fiscal year 2014 was very labor-intensive, and VA officials said staff had 
to engage in extensive communications and negotiations with applicants. 
For example, VA officials told us they conducted extensive negotiations 
with some applicants regarding the cost and scope of their proposals, 
with the aim of controlling costs and maximizing the benefits that program 
funds would provide to participants. In addition, VA officials said that, 

16 If VA had not obligated available fiscal year 2014 funds by September 30, 2014, those 
funds would have expired and no longer been available for new obligations. Therefore, VA 
officials explained that it was important that it selected grantees by September 30, 2014—
the last day of fiscal year 2014. 
17 The SF-424 Application for Federal Assistance is used by Grants.gov as a standard 
federal grant application form. It has been approved by OMB as OMB 4040-004. 

VA Criteria For Scoring and Ranking 
Fiscal Year 2014 Adaptive Sports 
Grant Applications 
 
Proposed program based in facts, good 
reasoning, sound judgment (20 points) 
Considerations: Likelihood of success in 
aiding rehabilitation; appropriateness of 
funding requested; measurability of 
objectives; benefits for disabled veterans. 
 
Sufficiency of management structure (20 
points) 
Considerations: Sufficient experience in 
providing activity; certification of key 
personnel; evidence of community outreach; 
clear description of infrastructure to support 
planned activities. 
 
Geographic coverage (15 points) 
Considerations: Cost-effective filling of 
adaptive sports needs in area; appropriate for 
region and potential participants. 
 
Conformance with VA program goals and 
objectives (15 points) 
Considerations: Proposed activities advance 
program goals, fall within spectrum of 
adaptive sports, and have positive impacts. 
 
Strength of program concept and 
objectives (10 points) 
Considerations: Concepts clearly linked to 
objectives; likely to benefit health of disabled 
veterans. 
 
Financial capability and value for funding 
(10 points) 
Source: GAO summary of 2014 VA Adaptive Sports Grant 
Application Scorecard Worksheet and other data from VA. I 
GAO-15-791 
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despite repeated VA communication, some applicants did not understand 
the limitation on administrative expenses. Under this limitation, for 
activities taking place during fiscal year 2015, grantees could allocate no 
more than 7.5 percent of the grant amount to administrative expenses, 
including any costs associated with employees other than those who 
directly provided coaching and training for participants.18 This 
misunderstanding may have been unintentionally reinforced by the 
budget categories used in the standard federal application form, which do 
not distinguish between these two types of personnel costs. For example, 
the standard form includes a line for personnel expenses, but does not 
distinguish between costs attributable to coaching and instruction, and 
other types of personnel costs. 

 
Federal law, VA regulation, and grant management principles dictate that 
a number of requirements be followed during the application and 
selection process. For example, the program statute and VA regulations 
require that an applicant submit a detailed description of its financial 
controls, including methods to track expenditure of grant funds, that a 
grantee observe the applicable percent limit on administrative expenses, 
and that any partnerships be described, including the amount of funds 
that will be made available to each partner. Despite VA’s efforts to ensure 
completeness of grant applications, our review of 16 fiscal year 2014 
grant files and other VA documentation found that in some cases aspects 
of grant applications were not well documented. For example, VA 
developed a standard checklist—the VA Administrative and Financial 
Review Questionnaire for Grantees— for applicants to attest to various 
aspects of their administrative and financial policies and procedures. 
While this checklist was not required, VA officials told us that they treated 
the satisfactory completion of this form as sufficient evidence that the 
grantee could adequately safeguard and account for grant funds.19 

18 38 U.S.C. § 521A(d)(4)(A)(ii). For grants awarded for adaptive sports opportunities 
taking place during subsequent fiscal years, the administrative cost limit will be 5 percent. 
38 U.S.C. § 521A(d)(4)(A)(iii).  
19 In fiscal year 2014, VA encouraged applicants to submit the questionnaire, but said that 
they could not mandate its use because it was not yet an established, VA-approved grant 
application document at the time when paperwork requirements were finalized. Since that 
time, VA’s Office of Finance has approved the use of this form, and the Adaptive Sports 
Grant Program has opted to require it as a part of grant applications in fiscal year 2015 
and moving forward.  

Documentation of 
Important Aspects of 
Grantee Applications Was 
Missing or Limited 
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However, 3 of 16 grant files we reviewed contained neither this form nor 
any other documentation of the administrative and financial capabilities of 
the grantee. The forms of 3 others indicated that these grantees lacked 
certain administrative and financial policies and procedures. For example, 
one grantee indicated on its form that it did not have a written accounting 
manual or written policies and procedures for managing finances. 

Other aspects of some grantee applications were also limited. For 
example, 7 of the 16 grant applications we reviewed lacked clear 
documentation that the 7.5 percent limit on administrative expenses had 
been observed in proposed budgets.20 Similarly, we found that in 3 cases, 
full documentation of intended grantee partnerships was not clear. For 
example, one grantee’s application narrative referred to partners but did 
not specify the role of the partner organizations. As discussed in the next 
subsection, VA subsequently took action to keep instances of such 
documentation issues from recurring in future grant application and award 
processes. 

 
The fiscal year 2015 application process differed in significant ways from 
the fiscal year 2014 process.21 Importantly, VA developed a new 
application form tailored to the adaptive sports grant program.22 As 
summarized in table 1, our review indicates that this new form addresses 
the review difficulties and documentation limitations the program 
experienced in fiscal year 2014. For example, whereas the fiscal year 
2014 application form did not require applicants to distinguish between 
the two types of personnel costs so as to meet the limit on total 
administrative costs, the new form does. Similarly, the new form requires 
that applicants explicitly identify partner organizations, including their 
locations and roles. 

20 While some grant applications lacked evidence of an intention to observe the 7.5 
percent limit on administrative expenses, all grant agreement documents included this 
limit as a standard feature. 
21 In fiscal year 2015, VA received 178 grant applications by the due date of May 26, 
2015. VA announced the award of 86 grants on September 15, 2015.  
22 Department of Veterans Affairs Adaptive Sports Grant Application, VA Form 10096, 
Feb. 2015. 

VA’s New Application Form 
and Other Changes 
Address Earlier Limitations 
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Table 1: Differences between FY 2014 and 2015 Grant Application Formats for Veterans Affairs’ Adaptive Sports Grant 
Program 

Component FY 2014 FY 2015 Potential improvement 
Length of narrative 
attachments  

No limit 3-page limit Facilitate VA review and identification of key 
descriptive elements  

Identification of 
services  

No specific format Planned events and services 
must be listed on a single page, 
including projected start/end 
dates 

Facilitate VA identification of specific, quantifiable 
services  

Limit on 
Administrative 
Costs  

No distinction 
between the two 
types of personnel 
costs 

Separate budget lines for 
personnel costs attributable to 
coaching and training, and 
administrative personnel costs  

Better ensure that administrative costs as defined for 
this program will be below statutory limit of 5 percent 
for adaptive sports opportunities taking place in fiscal 
year 2016 and later  

Partnering and 
Collaborating  

Not included Partner organizations, their 
locations, and what they will do 
must be listed 

Clarify identities and planned activities of partner 
organizations  

Equipment Included as budget 
line item 

Requires a listing of all 
equipment, including type, 
make/model, and value 

Help reduce confusion over goods categorized as 
“supplies” versus “equipment” 

Outreach Not included Specific section for description 
of outreach efforts 

Better description of grantee efforts to publicize 
activities funded by grant. 

Source: GAO analysis of VA documents and application forms. I GAO-15-791 
 
 

In addition to the new form, other aspects of the fiscal year 2015 
application process increased the likelihood that VA would receive more 
complete application packages and conduct a more efficient review. 
While applicants had 5 weeks to prepare and submit grant applications 
after publication of the Notice of Funding Availability in fiscal year 2014, in 
fiscal year 2015 they had 9 weeks. In fiscal year 2015 VA also required 
applicants to submit the Administrative and Financial Review 
Questionnaire, which was optional in fiscal year 2014 and which inquires 
about an applicant’s administrative and financial policies, procedures, 
accounting, and management of grants. 

Because VA was reviewing fiscal year 2015 grant applications at the time 
we were completing our audit work, we did not review the applications or 
accompanying documentation and cannot independently assess their 
quality compared to those submitted in fiscal year 2014. However, VA 
officials told us in July 2015 that the new application resulted in a much 
improved and more efficient application and review process. Specifically, 
the application form instructs applicants to provide required information or 
leave a visible blank, and so VA officials noted that the fiscal year 2015 
applications have been more consistently complete and the rate of 
rejection of incomplete applications much lower. Also, they said VA’s 
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review has been much less laborious in fiscal year 2015. Finally, 
according to VA, the new form facilitated a more comprehensive 
approach to comparing proposed budgets among the grant applications. 

 
 

 

 

 

 
VA’s approach to monitoring grantees, as outlined in VA grants 
management policy and an agency memorandum on monitoring 
techniques, includes regular grantee reporting, supplemented with 
monitoring through detailed site visits and desk audits of selected 
grantees. This approach is consistent with the Uniform Guidance,23 and is 
intended to help ensure that grantees are providing adaptive sports 
opportunities to veterans and service members, according to the terms of 
their grant agreements with VA. It is also intended to help ensure that VA 
grant funds are being managed according to federal requirements, as 
reflected in the grant agreements. In addition, grantee monitoring can 
provide VA with useful information to measure the grant program’s 
performance and for reporting to the Congress and the public. 

VA requires that all grantees submit quarterly and annual reports.24 VA 
reviews these reports to ensure that grantees are operating according to 

23 See 2 C.F.R. § 200.328.  
24 38 C.F.R. § 77.16(a) and (b). Grantees’ annual reports pertaining to fiscal year 2014 
grants are due by the end of November 2015. Consequently, we were not able to obtain or 
review these reports.  

VA Monitors Grantees 
in Several Ways, but 
its Approach for 2014 
Grantees Had 
Limitations 

The Design of VA’s 
Monitoring Approach is 
Consistent with Grants 
Management Criteria, but 
Further Improvements 
Could be Made 
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the terms of their grant agreements.25 While only annual reports are 
required under the program’s statute, VA requires grantees to report on 
performance quarterly because, according to VA officials, this helps to 
provide for more frequent monitoring of grantees.26 

To ensure that grantees’ quarterly reports include consistent information 
in accordance with statutory and regulatory requirements, VA created a 
standard quarterly report template, adapted from a USOC template. As 
summarized in table 2, VA’s quarterly report template contains data 
required from grantees under VA’s program regulations.27 For each grant, 
VA customized the template to show the activities the grantee agreed to 
provide; and a budget showing the amount awarded, broken out into 
several categories. According to VA officials, they identified the activities 
and budget amounts by reviewing each grantee’s application. Grantees 
are expected to submit an updated report each quarter to VA. The 
quarterly report format is consistent with GAO’s 2012 recommendations, 
in that it (1) requires reporting of the expenditure of VA grant program 
funds, excluding funds from other sources; and (2) is formatted to provide 
consistent and non-duplicative reporting of activities and numbers of 

25 Regular reporting of relevant, reliable, and timely information is necessary for an entity 
to run and control its operations according to Standards for Internal Control in the Federal 
Government and the federal government’s internal control framework. Internal controls 
provide reasonable assurance that, in the federal government, the following objectives are 
being achieved: effective and efficient operations, reliable financial reporting, and 
compliance with applicable laws and regulations. Internal controls help government 
program managers achieve desired results through effective stewardship of public 
resources. For more information about federal government internal controls, see 
Standards for Internal Control in the Federal Government. GAO/AIMD-00-21.3.1 
(Washington, D.C.: Nov. 1999) and Office of Management and Budget (OMB) Circular A-
123 Revised.  
26 The program’s statutory authorization requires annual reports. 38 U.S.C. § 521A(j). 
Under the Uniform Guidance, agencies may require performance reports as frequently as 
once a quarter. 2 C.F.R. § 200.328(b)(1). VA requires adaptive sports grantees to report 
quarterly, submitting the reports no later than 30 days after the close of a fiscal quarter. 
See 38 C.F.R. § 43.40(b)(1). For the first quarter (October-December 2014), the 
submission deadline was January 30, 2015. For the second quarter (January-March 
2015), the submission deadline was April 30, 2015. 
27 According to VA’s program regulations, the information requirements for the annual and 
quarterly reports are the same. 38 C.F.R. § 77.16(b). 
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participants.28 Table 2 summarizes how VA translated the information 
required of grantees into the quarterly report format. 

Table 2: Comparison of Quarterly Report Requirements to VA’s Quarterly Report Format 

Information required by VA program 
regulation  Corresponding section of quarterly report  
Detailed record of individual adaptive 
sports activities conducted  

Deliverables Progress: VA provides the list of activities the grantee must complete 
under VA’s grant. The grantee is to provide information on its progress in completing 
each activity. 
Activities/Events: The grantee is to report the number of events it held, by category 
(practice/training events, camps, clinics and competitions). 

Record of activities carried out through 
partnerships  

Partnerships: The grantee is to identify organizations with which it has partnered, such 
as VA medical facilities, military installations, and non-profit organizations; and describe 
how it collaborated with each organization. 

Number of veterans and service members 
served 

Deliverables Progress: The grantee is to provide a count of the number of veterans and 
service members participating in its activities. 
Unique Veterans: The grantee is to identify each participant, by name and ZIP Code. 

Detailed accounting of how funds were 
used 

Budget: VA provides the amount of funding available to the grantee, broken down by 
expenditure categories such as Travel and Personnel. The grantee is to provide amounts 
spent to date, and amounts remaining. Personnel costs are to be reported so that a clear 
distinction is made between costs attributable to direct coaching and training of 
participants, versus other types of personnel costs. 
Equipment: If the grantee’s deliverables and budget include equipment purchases, the 
grantee is to provide a description of each piece of equipment. 

Locations of activities VA’s template used in fiscal year 2015 did not specifically include a place for this 
information. However, in some cases, VA included locations of some events in the 
Deliverables Progress section of the template. 

Detailed record of personnel time spent 
providing adaptive sports activities 1) 
through direct interaction with participants, 
and 2) activities not involving direct 
personal interactions  

VA’s report template used in fiscal year 2015 did not include a place for this information. 

Source: GAO analysis based on VA’s adaptive sports grant regulations pertaining to reporting requirements (38 C.F.R. § 77.16(a) and (b)) and its Adaptive Sports Grants quarterly reporting template. | 
GAO-15-791 

Note: In addition to the required information listed in this table, VA provides space in the quarterly 
report for the grantee to describe how it conducted outreach to veterans and service members; the 
impact of its VA-funded activities on veterans and service members; and challenges it faces in 
completing the required activities under the VA grant. 
 

28 GAO-12-703. GAO recommended that grantees include only grant funds in expenditure 
reports, and that a consistent methodology be provided to grantees for counting program 
activities and participants.  
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As indicated in table 2, VA’s quarterly report template did not require 
grantees to provide all of the information required by program regulations. 
For example, VA program regulations require grantees to include in their 
reports detailed records of the time involved in providing adaptive sports 
activities through direct personal interaction with adaptive sports 
participants, such as coaching or instruction, versus time spent on other 
adaptive sports activities.29 However, during fiscal year 2015, VA did not 
require grantees to add this information to the quarterly reports.30 We 
pointed out this omission to VA staff, and in August 2015, they provided a 
draft revised quarterly report format, where grantees are to provide 
information on time spent providing direct instruction to participants. A VA 
official indicated that they intended to further revise the template so that it 
also required grantees to report staff time spent on matters other than 
direct personal interaction with participants, as required by regulations. 
They expected to complete the template revision before the start of fiscal 
year 2016. 

VA’s program regulations also require grantees to identify the locations of 
their adaptive sports activities. However, VA did not provide a specific 
place for grantees to report the locations of their activities.31 VA has 
revised its quarterly report format to have grantees identify locations of 
their activities. Improved information from grantees could help VA assess 
the extent of geographic coverage of adaptive sports opportunities. 

In addition to quarterly reporting by all grantees, VA’s grantee monitoring 
approach calls for monitoring of selected grantees through conducting 
site visits and desk audits, although the reporting format for the latter has 
not been established. A site visit involves a visit to a grantee’s offices to 
review financial and other records, a visit to a grantee’s adaptive sports 
event, or both. The reviewing official is to assess the extent to which the 
grantee is providing activities according to the grant agreement. Also, the 
reviewer is to assess the soundness of the grantee’s financial 
management of VA grant funds, as well as the grantee’s financial 
controls. To record the results of the assessments for use by VA program 

29 38 C.F.R. § 77.16(a)(1). 
30 The regulations (38 C.F.R. § 77.16) detail the requirements for information in annual 
reports; and that quarterly reports should have the same types of information.  
31 While VA included locations for some activities in grantees’ report templates, this was 
not consistently done. 
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officials, the reviewer prepares a site visit report using a standard VA 
format. A desk audit (also known as a remote audit), according to VA 
officials, involves asking the grantee to provide documentation to support 
an assessment of grantee financial management issues that might be of 
concern. VA may, for example, ask to see receipts for equipment or 
transportation ticket purchases or ask for documentation of how the 
calculation of staff days spent on providing services is made. A VA official 
stated that desk audits will likely be tailored to the circumstances as 
appropriate. 

For both site visits and desk audits, VA employs a selective monitoring 
approach—based on risk—to help focus its limited resources on grantees 
at highest risk of failing to perform or mismanaging funds. Such an 
approach is consistent with our prior work, which found that risk-based 
monitoring can help agencies identify grantees that need additional 
attention; for example, using limited resources to visit higher-risk 
grantees.32 

According to VA officials, one criterion for assessing risk is the awarded 
amount. Officials said that they tend to select grantees receiving less 
funding for desk audits, and grantees receiving more funding for site 
visits, because those receiving larger grants are at risk of losing more 
dollars in case of financial mismanagement. VA also said that they use 
information from application reviews, such as assessments of financial 
controls, and grantees’ previous experience providing adaptive sports 
programs, in deciding whether a desk audit or site visit is warranted. 
Another consideration is the scope of a grantee’s event. A VA official said 
that a site visit may be scheduled to a multi-sport event, such as one of 
the regional Valor Games, where a grantee may be collaborating with 
other adaptive sports providers, including other VA grantees.33 To 
economize on monitoring costs, VA uses geographic considerations as 
well. For example, VA officials said that a site visit may be planned if it 
would cover several grantees headquartered in the same area. 

32 GAO, Grants to State and Local Governments: An Overview of Federal Funding Levels 
and Selected Challenges, GAO-12-1016 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 25, 2012). 
33 In May 2015, we visited Valor Games Southeast, in Chapel Hill and Durham, North 
Carolina. While Bridge II Sports was the VA grantee operating the event, other VA 
adaptive sports grantees partnered with it. For example, a representative of U.S. Rowing 
conducted the indoor rowing event. 
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Although VA officials provided us their policy on monitoring of grant 
funded activities, for most of fiscal year 2015 they did not have a written 
monitoring plan. Best practices in grants management suggest that risk-
based monitoring helps agencies ensure adequate grantee financial 
management and performance.34 Also, planning is part of an agency’s 
internal control system, which helps program managers achieve desired 
results through effective stewardship of public resources, such as grant 
funds.35 For example, by documenting and using written criteria for 
determining which grantees need closer monitoring, VA could be better 
positioned to help prevent mismanagement of funds and poor program 
performance. We discussed this issue with VA staff earlier in our review, 
and in August 2015, they provided us with their draft monitoring plan. 
According to a VA official, VA expects to complete this plan early in fiscal 
year 2016. VA’s draft plan describes a monitoring approach consistent 
with VA grants management policy. However, the draft plan lacks certain 
elements, such as information on the number and frequency of site visits 
and desk audits. Promising practices in ensuring adequate grantee 
financial systems and proper use of grant funds include an agency 
reviewing a target number of grantees each year. For example, one 
agency requires reviews of 10 percent of all of its grantees each year as a 
mechanism to enhance grantee accountability.36 A grantee monitoring 
plan that addresses the number and frequency of reviews throughout the 
year can help VA ensure that it is monitoring grantees on an ongoing 
basis, to prevent, and promptly detect, misuse of grant funds.37 

 

34 GAO-12-1016.  
35 GAO/AIMD-00-21.3.1. 
36 Domestic Working Group Grant Accountability Project, Guide to Opportunities for 
Improving Grant Accountability, October 2005. Chaired by the Comptroller General of the 
United States, the Domestic Working Group consists of federal, state and local audit 
organizations. The working group members identified grant accountability issues, 
including agency monitoring of grantees; and promising agency practices to address these 
issues.  
37 GAO/AIMD-00-21.3.1. 
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At the time of our review, VA was implementing two main methods of its 
monitoring approach—quarterly grantee reporting and VA site visits. 
Almost all of the grantees whose files we reviewed submitted their 
quarterly reports on time. For 13 of the 16 grants, the grantees submitted 
their first quarter fiscal year 2015 reports on time, and all submitted their 
second quarter reports on time. We found that, in general, the grantees 
provided the information VA requested. Also, in our review of the selected 
grantee files, we found evidence that VA reviewed the quarterly reports to 
ensure that grantees were operating according to the terms of their grant 
agreements with VA. 

For 6 of the first-quarter and 12 of the second-quarter reports we 
reviewed, we found that VA identified issues for follow up, and requested 
additional information from grantees.38 Table 3 describes examples of the 
types of issues VA identified in the quarterly reports we reviewed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

38 For each of the 2 grants, the grantee submitted a blank first-quarter report, because it 
had not yet conducted any activities, nor had it spent any grant funds. In their second-
quarter reports, both grantees reported planning and outreach activities, but no 
expenditures.  

The Implementation of 
VA’s Monitoring Strategy 
Has Identified a Number of 
Issues 
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Table 3: Examples of Issues VA Identified in Reviews of Grantees’ First and Second Quarter Fiscal Year 2015 Reports 

Type of Issue Specific issues and VA and grantee actions 
Information missing or unnecessary 
information included 

• VA noted that a grantee had partnerships with military facilities that were not listed in 
its first-quarter report. VA asked for additional information on partnerships. Grantee 
provided additional information in its second quarter report. 

• Grantee submitted a list of unique participants with some participants’ home ZIP 
Codes missing. VA noted, in a message to grantees, that ZIP Codes are required to 
identify unique participants. Grantee provided additional ZIP Code information in 
second quarter report. 

• Grantee provided unnecessary personal information on unique participants. VA noted 
that it only requires names and home ZIP Codes. Grantee removed the unnecessary 
information from its report for the second quarter. 

Budget discrepancy • Two grantees incorrectly categorized expenditures for supplies as equipment 
purchasesa; VA asked the grantees to correct the matter. One grantee corrected its 
second-quarter report to show no equipment purchases. A VA official stated that the 
other grantee is expected to correct the problem in its third quarter report. 

• VA requested a clarification of a grantee’s reporting of administrative and personnel 
costs. VA discussed accounting for administrative costs with the grantee during a site 
visit. The grantee agreed to make corrections in its third quarter report. 

Other issues • VA asked grantee to confirm its ability to complete planned activities with available 
funding. The grantee responded that it was seeking additional funding from other 
sources. 

Sources: Quarterly reports to VA by selected grantees; related documentation of VA communications with grantees; and discussions with VA officials. | GAO-15-791. 
aConsistent with the definition of “equipment” for grants management purposes, VA only requested 
details of purchases of items costing $5,000 or more. See 2 C.F.R. § 200.33; 38 C.F.R. § 43.3. 
 

We reviewed reports on the results of 8 VA site visits, covering 9 of its 69 
grants, conducted from November 2014 through June 2015.39 Six of the 8 
site visits occurred at grantees’ adaptive sports events; the remaining 2 
visits occurred at grantees’ headquarters. As summarized in table 4, the 
reports identified several types of issues, although none of the issues 
reflected grantee noncompliance. In each of the 8 reports we reviewed, 
VA officials provided notes on how grantees operated their events and 
the financial management of VA grant funds. Several of the reports also 
made suggestions for improvements in these areas. 

 

39 These site visits were to 7 VA grantees. One grantee received 2 VA site visits, covering 
3 grants.  
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Table 4: Examples of Issues VA Identified During VA Site Visits to Grantees  

Type of issue Specific issues and VA suggestions for improvement 
Event attendance • One event was not well-attended, as there were only three participants. This was, in part, 

attributed to schedule conflicts between the event supported by the adaptive sports grant 
and other organizations’ adaptive sports events. VA suggested that the grantee coordinate 
its events with other adaptive sports providers, such as military adaptive sports programs, to 
avoid future scheduling conflicts. 

• At one event with several activities, some veterans were not participating in all scheduled 
activities. Also, VA noted that the grantee collected insufficient information on which 
participants were veterans. VA suggested to grantee officials that for future events, the 
officials should improve their tracking of actual participation in its scheduled activities and 
collect information on veteran participants in its event registration system. 

Potential change in grant terms • During one event, the grantee asked VA if it could send instructors to a different training 
course than the one it identified in its application. VA noted that such a change in grant 
terms would require formal VA approval. 

Source: GAO analysis of VA site visit reports, obtained from VA. | GAO-15-791 

 

Through July 2015, VA officials told us that the agency had not conducted 
any desk audits of fiscal year 2014 grantees. VA officials explained that at 
the start of fiscal year 2015, desk audits were intended to form a portion 
of the monitoring strategy, but they have been deferred due primarily to a 
large workload. In August 2015, a VA official stated that they had initiated 
a desk audit of one grantee. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
The 69 adaptive sports grants awarded by VA in fiscal year 2014 
supported a wide range of activities, with cycling, boating, snow skiing, 
and archery among the most frequent (see fig. 2). Some grants were 
focused on activities in a single location and/or sport, while others 
planned to support a variety of sports events. For example, one grant 
targeted recreational rowing for veterans with disabilities in five locations 
across the country, while another grant aimed to provide a variety of 
physical fitness activities in one state. Another grantee committed to 

VA Grants Funded a 
Range of Adaptive 
Sports Activities, but 
Some Grantees 
Expressed Concern 
with No-Shows 

Fiscal Year 2014 Grants 
Funded Many Distinct 
Sport Activities 
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provide more than seven different sports for paralyzed veterans in more 
than 30 locations across the country. 

Figure 2: Number of Adaptive Sports Grants Supporting Various Sports, FY 2014 

 

Note: This summary description of sports and activities represents the sports that fiscal year 2014 
grantees planned to support at the outset of the grant period. However, because planned activities 
may have been modified during the implementation period, the end-of-year numbers may differ 
slightly from those presented. For example, in one of its quarterly reports, one grantee reported on a 
martial arts program that had not been envisioned at the time of the application. The boat sports 
category includes canoeing, rowing, and sailing and other similar activities. 
 

The activities supported by these 69 grants also targeted athletes with a 
range of disabilities (see table 5). A sport or an adaptation may be aimed 

Page 22 GAO-15-791  VA Adaptive Sports Grants 



 
 
 
 
 

at participants with a specific type of disability, or may be suitable for 
participants with a range of disabilities. 

Table 5: Descriptions of How Selected Sports Can be Adapted for Persons with Disabilities  

Disability Adaptation by Sport 
Blind/Vision Impaired Tandem cycling: Vision-impaired athlete sits in second seat behind a sighted pilot, 

learning skills such as starting, turning, and stopping the bicycle. 
Goalball: Sport designed specifically for the vision-impaired in which teams alternately 
defend their goal and attack opponents’ goal using a ball containing an audible bell.  

Amputees Sitting volleyball: Court size, height of net, and other aspects of traditional volleyball are 
modified to adapt to limited mobility of athletes. 
Archery: Archers with only one arm can steady the bow with one arm and use a mouth 
tab to pull and release the string.  

Spinal Cord Injury/Paralysis Handcycling: Riders use a specially-designed three-wheel cycle powered by hands and 
arms. Rider is either upright or recumbent. 
Adaptive skiing: Participant can sit in a molded seat attached to a single ski, using two 
“outrigger” skis controlled by the arms, for balance and steering. 

Traumatic Brain Injury, Stroke, or Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder 

Various sports: A variety of sports may be suitable, but specialized coaches and 
instructors may be needed.  

Source: GAO presentation of descriptive information from various sources. | GAO-15-791 

 

To support these activities, grantees planned to spend grant funds in 
various budget categories. The largest categories for the 69 fiscal year 
2014 grants were travel, including transportation, lodging, and 
subsistence for athletes, coaches, and other officials involved in meeting 
program objectives; operations, including such expenses as facility 
rentals and ski lift tickets; and supplies, including purchase of adaptive 
bicycles, watercraft, and bows and arrows (see fig. 3). Importantly, a total 
of about $459,000—about 5.7 percent of the total $8 million awarded—
was budgeted as administrative costs. This included both normal 
administrative costs as well as personnel costs associated with grant 
activities but not attributable to time spent coaching or training 
participants. The amount was below the 7.5 percent statutory limit for 
activities carried out in fiscal year 2015. 
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Figure 3: Total Proposed Spending, by Budget Category, by VA Adaptive Sports 
Grant Program Grantees, Fiscal Year 2014 

 

Note: Percentages do not equal 100 percent and dollar values do not equal $8.0 million due to 
rounding. 
 

 
Participants, grantee officials, and coaches we interviewed generally said 
that adaptive sports activities are beneficial to veterans and service 
members in multiple ways (see table 6.)40 These benefits include 
improved family and social relationships, emotional health, levels of 
independence and life skills, and physical well-being. Several 
interviewees—including participants and grantee officials—said adaptive 
sports can have a transformative effect on a veteran with disabilities. One 
official said he sees disabled veterans who have been inactive for many 
years participate in adaptive sports, resulting in a significant life change. 
Another official said some veterans with disabilities get accustomed to 

40 As we reported in 2012, VA and USOC hired a contractor to conduct a study on the 
effects of adaptive sports on rehabilitation and reintegration of veterans and service 
members into the community (GAO-12-703). However, according to VA officials, the 
contractor’s work did not meet objectives and the contract expired with no acceptable 
deliverable. VA provided guidance to grant applicants in 2014 indicating that the program 
is not authorized to fund adaptive sports research, and as such, research is not an 
authorized activity for grantees.  

Participants and Others 
Report Enhanced 
Physical, Emotional, and 
Social Well-Being from 
Adaptive Sports Activities 
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being taken care of, which can amplify their disabilities. He recalled that 
at one sports clinic funded by the grant program, a blind veteran asked to 
be guided to another part of the sports facility and, after some good-
natured ribbing by his teammates, was convinced he could navigate on 
his own. 

Table 6: Statements about Benefits of Adaptive Sports Activities by VA Adaptive Sports Grant Coaches, Grantee Officials, and 
Participants  

Benefit Statement summaries 
Social Coach: One of the main benefits of the event—an annual event held in North Carolina that includes a 

variety of sports, including air rifle, sitting volleyball, table tennis and cycling— is that it encourages 
participants to be more social. The event helps to create a support network, and sometimes seeing 
others in various stages of recovery helps with recovery because they know they are not alone. 
Coach: Sports such as archery are good for veterans in that it gets them off their couches to spend 
time with their peers; some encourage other veterans to participate. 
Grantee official: Adaptive sporting events are a benefit for caregivers because they provide support for 
them as well. 

Emotional Participant: One participant said after he went blind, he also lost his career as a heavy equipment 
operator and became very depressed. Playing goalball changed this, he said. 
Coach: Some men, for example, Vietnam veterans, who had been convinced for years that they could 
not play any sports, have literally come out of a 40-year “funk” by playing goalball and making it a part 
of their lives. To say that the sport is fulfilling is an understatement; in some cases, the sport becomes 
participants’ primary topic of conversation. 
Grantee official: Sports become an outlet for the intense, competitive nature that can typify pre-injury 
veterans.  

Family Relationships Participant: One participant, the father of two children, said the renewed confidence he found in sports 
has helped him develop a closer bond with his children. 
Grantee official: Inactivity lead to other problems such as marital strife; adaptive sports can be an 
important outlet. 

Independence/Life Skills Participant: Participation in adaptive sports led to the ability to navigate airports, something one athlete 
said he would not have attempted in the past. 
Participant: Archery has led to improved focus and concentration. 
Coach: Adaptive sports facilitated overall physical rehabilitation, said a coach, and helped skills as 
basic as being able to walk in a straight line. 

Physical Well-Being  Participant: Participation in adaptive skiing and other sports renewed his interest in athletics and has 
had considerable health benefits—he lost 15 pounds and, as a diabetic, experienced a significant 
improvement in his blood sugar level. 
Coach: A sport like rowing is good for someone with a disability because it is a low-impact, full-body 
exercise with cardiovascular, muscular, and flexibility benefits. 
Grantee official: Archery can help someone with a new spinal cord injury, or someone who has not 
been physically active for a long time, develop core muscle strength. 
Coach: Veterans and service members gain physical and mental health advantages from activities like 
sitting volleyball. 

Source: GAO discussions with athletes, coaches, and other stakeholders. | GAO-15-791 
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Several experts we spoke with stressed the importance of sustained 
involvement in adaptive sports as the key to long-term benefits. According 
to one adaptive sports expert familiar with the grant program, the 
important thing is whether or not the event helps fuel a persistent 
participation in the sport and thereby contributes to a balanced and active 
life. One of the grantees we visited considered the opportunity that 
applicants would have to continue their participation in a sport when 
selecting participants.41 A grantee official said that in reviewing 
applications from veterans and service members wishing to join an event, 
they consider the proximity of the applicant to ongoing programs offering 
the same adaptive sport. The aim is to ensure that veterans participating 
in the grant-funded event also stay involved in the sport for their ongoing 
well-being and health. VA officials agreed with this aim and said in the 
future they may consider grant applications, for example, that propose 
purchasing adaptive sports supplies and equipment to help benefit 
veterans over a number of years. 

 
Some grantee officials who we interviewed spoke of a high incidence of 
veteran no-shows at adaptive sports activities and events as an 
impediment to program success. At one of our site visits—a sports clinic 
in which 7 of 10 registered participants attended—an official said some 
veterans may cancel on short notice, which deprives other interested 
veterans from participating. In addition, the official was concerned that 
excessive no-shows may mean there are not enough athletes to form 
teams or hold an effective practice session. Another official said 
considerable time and money has been lost when veterans register but 
do not participate. The official said some no-shows are understandable, 
such as when a veteran’s plans are affected by a medical condition. 
Nonetheless, adaptive sports are about more than athletics and are 
aimed at strengthening “mind and heart” of participants as well, the official 
said. Some veterans can be victims of learned helplessness after they 
return from service, the official said, and goal-setting and an insistence on 
accountability can counter this. Another official said that while non-
attendance of registered athletes at their high-profile summer sports 
camp is not a problem, it can be an issue at less prominent events, such 
as weeknight archery training sessions. 

41 Because funded adaptive sports activities may have limited available slots, participants 
may have to submit an application to and be selected by grantees.  

Some Grantees Said that 
No-Shows by Veterans 
Registered for an Activity 
Is Problematic 
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Some grantees noted that asking participants to have a financial stake in 
an event could encourage attendance. For example, one official 
suggested that registrants pay a refundable deposit of perhaps $250 so 
that they have some “skin in the game” and event sponsors have greater 
assurance of their attendance. Another grantee official explained that in 
her organization’s experience, requiring an up-front financial commitment 
is effective. At a 2013 multi-sport event, about 35 of the registered 
athletes did not attend, resulting in a huge waste of federal funds and 
missed opportunities for other veterans, she said. To combat this, the 
organization required a credit card number from registrants for the 2014 
event, and informed them they would be charged the cost of one-night’s 
lodging if they failed to attend without prior notice. Under this policy, she 
said, 82 of the 84 registrants—98 percent—took part. Another grantee 
official said that while requesting a deposit of some kind might have merit, 
it could also cause cash flow difficulties for some veterans. He said some 
participants in weeknight training sessions have a hard time paying public 
transit fare, so the additional cost of a refundable deposit might be a 
barrier to participation. 

VA officials confirmed that no-shows are a problem. They explained that 
while its regulations require that adaptive sports events supported by the 
grants be free of charge for eligible veterans, having strategies to 
incentivize attendance for those who register—such as charging for a first 
night’s hotel expenses—are permissible.42 They also said that they have 
provided informal guidance to some fiscal year 2014 grant recipients on 
ways to reduce no-show rates—typically this information has been shared 
with grantees sponsoring large scale events that involve travel.43 
However, VA has not systematically gathered and disseminated 
permissible techniques for reducing no-show rates to all of its grantees. 
According to federal internal control standards, program management is 
responsible for identifying, analyzing, and responding to risks it faces in 

42 Program regulations state that grantees may not charge participants a fee for providing 
the adaptive sports activities outlined in their grant application. 38 C.F.R. § 77.3(d). 
However grantees may charge participants for activities or services that were not outlined 
in the grant agreement.  
43 VA officials also said that the desire to improve attendance is one reason, in evaluating 
applications for fiscal year 2015 grants, they may emphasize funding for equipment that 
veterans and service members could use in their communities over funding for travel to 
remote events. 
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achieving program objectives.44 A systematic effort to gather and 
disseminate techniques to address the no-show issue would be 
consistent with this requirement. 

 
In fiscal year 2014, VA assumed responsibility for selecting and 
overseeing grantees under the adaptive sports grant program and, 
despite challenges, awarded 69 grants supporting a wide variety of 
adaptive sports opportunities for veterans and members of the armed 
services with disabilities. Our review indicates that through the first half of 
fiscal year 2015, grantees were substantially complying with reporting 
requirements and that site visits to selected grantees have identified 
opportunities for improvement. Further, VA is amending its quarterly 
reporting template so that it will require a report of staff time spent on 
direct personal interaction with participants, and time spent on other 
matters, as required by program regulations. However, VA’s draft 
monitoring plan does not include a regular schedule for site visits or desk 
audits, which risks the possibility that none will be performed in some 
years, or that they will be performed very late in the year. Promising 
practices in ensuring adequate grantee financial systems and proper use 
of grant funds include review of a certain number of grantees each year, 
and irregular scheduling risks the possibility that mismanagement or 
misuse of grant funds will not be promptly detected. 

Finally, a significant no-show factor means that program dollars may not 
be used to their fullest potential. VA officials are aware of this issue, and 
have taken some steps to address it. However, they have not 
systematically gathered or disseminated techniques to reduce the no-
show rate. Further attention to this matter could better enable VA and 
grantees to serve as many eligible veterans as there are slots available in 
funded activities. 

 
To help ensure the best use of the VA Adaptive Sports Grant program 
funds, we recommend the Secretary of Veterans Affairs direct the 
Undersecretary for Public and Intergovernmental Affairs to take the 
following two actions: 

44 For more information about federal government internal controls, see Standards for 
Internal Control in the Federal Government. GAO-14-704G (Washington, D.C., September 
2014). 

Conclusions 
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Revise the draft monitoring plan to include guidance on the number and 
frequency of annual site visits and desk audits. 

Systematically gather and disseminate, to all its grantees, techniques that 
can reduce the no-show rate at funded events. 

 
We provided a draft of this report to the Department of Veterans Affairs 
for review. We received formal written comments, which are reproduced 
in appendix II.  VA concurred with our conclusions and both of our 
recommendations. With regard to the first recommendation, VA indicated 
that it had established a requirement that a minimum of 10 percent of 
grantees would be subject to site visits and/or desk audits each fiscal 
year.  Regarding the second recommendation, VA stated that the agency 
plans to systematically gather and disseminate techniques from a variety 
of sources to reduce no-show rates. VA also provided several technical 
comments which we incorporated as appropriate.  

 
We are sending copies of this report to appropriate congressional 
committees, the Secretary of Veterans Affairs, the Assistant Secretary for 
Public and Intergovernmental Affairs, and other interested parties. In 
addition, this report will be available at no charge on the GAO website at 
http://www.gao.gov. 

If you or your staff have any questions about this report, please contact 
me at (202) 512-7215 or bertonid@gao.gov. Contact points for our 
Offices of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on 
the last page of this report. Key contributors to this report are found in 
appendix III. 

 
 

Daniel Bertoni 
Director, Education, Workforce,  
and Income Security 

Agency Comments 

 

Page 29 GAO-15-791  VA Adaptive Sports Grants 

http://www.gao.gov/
mailto:bertonid@gao.gov


 
Appendix I: Objectives, Scope and 
Methodology 
 
 
 

The objectives of this engagement were to determine (1) how the VA 
adaptive sports grant program selected grantees to provide adaptive 
sports programs and activities for veterans and service members with 
disabilities; (2) how VA monitors grantees’ use of funds; and (3) what 
programs and activities have been supported with fiscal year 2014 funds, 
and what is known about how veterans and service members with 
disabilities have benefited from these programs and activities. Our work 
was limited to program grants using fiscal year 2014 funds, which 
supported grantee activities that were to take place in fiscal year 2015. 
Because our audit work began and ended during VA’s first year of 
monitoring grantees, our work on VA’s grantee monitoring generally 
covered the first two quarters of fiscal year 2015—October 2014 through 
March 2015.1 

We addressed the first objective in several steps. To determine how VA 
reviewed and selected fiscal year 2014 adaptive sports grant applications, 
we reviewed key VA documents—including relevant federal laws, 
program regulations, VA’s fiscal year 2014 Notice of Funding Availability, 
and application instructions—and interviewed VA officials. We also 
reviewed relevant grants management criteria, including VA’s agency-
wide grants management policies2, and best grants management 
practices that had been identified by members of the Domestic Working 
Group.3 Second, to determine how VA staff followed program policies and 
key criteria, we reviewed the files of 16 fiscal year 2014 grants and 
examined available documents such as the grant applications and 
proposals, proposed budgets, evidence of grantees’ financial and 
administrative capability, VA’s scoring of grantee proposals, and the grant 
agreement. We selected grants based on type of organization, amount of 
grant funding and geography. We selected grants to ensure that we 

1 Previously, VA awarded a grant to USOC, which sub-granted funds to organizations 
providing adaptive sports opportunities. USOC was responsible for selecting and 
monitoring sub-grantees.  
2 VA’s agency-wide grants management policies are documented in VA’s Financial Policy 
Volume X. 
3 Guide to Opportunities for Improving Grant Accountability, Domestic Working Group 
Grant Accountability Project, October 2005. Chaired by the Comptroller General of the 
United States, the Domestic Working Group consists of federal, state and local audit 
organizations. The working group members identified grant accountability issues, 
including agency monitoring of grantees; and promising agency practices to address these 
issues.   

Appendix I: Objectives, Scope and 
Methodology 
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obtained eight from national, four from regional and four from community-
based organizations. We selected all grants valued at $250,000 or 
more—seven from national organizations, three from regional 
organizations. We then selected the remaining six sample grants 
randomly—one from a national organization, one from a regional 
organization, and all four from community-based organizations. Also, we 
ensured that selected grantees included representation of different 
geographic regions. Although this sample size does not allow us to 
project to the universe of the 69 fiscal year 2014 grants, it is nonetheless 
a substantial sample, representing $3.7 million, or 46 percent, of the $8 
million granted in fiscal year 2014. In addition to our review of the 2014 
application process, we reviewed relevant documents and interviewed VA 
officials regarding changes to the grant application and review process in 
fiscal year 2015. 

To address the second objective, we interviewed VA officials, reviewed 
relevant VA policy documents and relevant grant oversight criteria, and 
reviewed selected VA oversight documentation. Specifically, we reviewed 
VA’s standard quarterly report template to ensure it conformed to the 
reporting requirements contained in program regulations. We also 
reviewed the quarterly reports for the 16 grants selected as described in 
the preceding paragraph for the first two quarters of fiscal year 2015—the 
3-month periods ending December 31, 2014 and March 31, 2015. We 
also identified issues that VA had raised with the quarterly reports and, in 
selected instances, followed up with VA on how its review comments 
were addressed. We also obtained and reviewed reports of 8 VA site 
visits that had been conducted by the end of June 2015. 

To address the third objective, we obtained data from VA on the types of 
sports events to be provided by each fiscal year 2014 grantee and 
interviewed VA program officials; USOC officials who had been involved 
in administering sub-grants prior to December 2013; and representatives 
of three veterans service organizations—Disabled American Veterans, 
The American Legion, and Veterans of Foreign Wars. We also obtained 
VA data on grantee budgets and proposed activities. We interviewed VA 
officials about this data and determined that it was sufficiently reliable for 
our purposes. To obtain further perspectives on the value of adaptive 
sports for veterans and service members, we attended three adaptive 
sports events funded through VA grants. We selected them in 
consultation with VA program officials. Specifically, we selected events 
that were occurring during our review and also considered regional 
diversity and travel considerations. The events selected, listed below, did 
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not provide a representative sample of all VA-funded adaptive sports 
activities. 

• February 2015 goalball camp conducted by the U.S. Association of 
Blind Athletes in Fort Wayne, Indiana; 

• March 2015 archery camp conducted by the Rehabilitation Institute of 
Chicago, in Chicago, Illinois; and 

• May 2015 multi-sport event conducted by Bridge II Sports in Chapel 
Hill and Durham, North Carolina. 

At each event, we interviewed event organizers, coaches and trainers 
and event participants; and observed the events. We also interviewed 
event organizers prior to or during their events. 
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The Government Accountability Office, the audit, evaluation, and 
investigative arm of Congress, exists to support Congress in meeting its 
constitutional responsibilities and to help improve the performance and 
accountability of the federal government for the American people. GAO 
examines the use of public funds; evaluates federal programs and 
policies; and provides analyses, recommendations, and other assistance 
to help Congress make informed oversight, policy, and funding decisions. 
GAO’s commitment to good government is reflected in its core values of 
accountability, integrity, and reliability. 

The fastest and easiest way to obtain copies of GAO documents at no 
cost is through GAO’s website (http://www.gao.gov). Each weekday 
afternoon, GAO posts on its website newly released reports, testimony, 
and correspondence. To have GAO e-mail you a list of newly posted 
products, go to http://www.gao.gov and select “E-mail Updates.” 

The price of each GAO publication reflects GAO’s actual cost of 
production and distribution and depends on the number of pages in the 
publication and whether the publication is printed in color or black and 
white. Pricing and ordering information is posted on GAO’s website, 
http://www.gao.gov/ordering.htm.  

Place orders by calling (202) 512-6000, toll free (866) 801-7077, or  
TDD (202) 512-2537. 

Orders may be paid for using American Express, Discover Card, 
MasterCard, Visa, check, or money order. Call for additional information. 

Connect with GAO on Facebook, Flickr, Twitter, and YouTube. 
Subscribe to our RSS Feeds or E-mail Updates.  
Listen to our Podcasts and read The Watchblog. 
Visit GAO on the web at www.gao.gov. 

Contact: 

Website: http://www.gao.gov/fraudnet/fraudnet.htm 
E-mail: fraudnet@gao.gov 
Automated answering system: (800) 424-5454 or (202) 512-7470 

Katherine Siggerud, Managing Director, siggerudk@gao.gov, (202) 512-
4400, U.S. Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 
7125, Washington, DC 20548 

Chuck Young, Managing Director, youngc1@gao.gov, (202) 512-4800 
U.S. Government Accountability Office, 441 G Street NW, Room 7149  
Washington, DC 20548 
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