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THE MISSION OF THE NATIONAL SCHOLARSHIP PROVIDERS 
ASSOCIATION (NSPA) is to advance the collective impact of scholarship 
providers and the scholarships they award. Scholarships are a form of 
strategic philanthropy to assist students with paying for college based on 
merit, talent, financial need, and other factors.  
 
The case for using an online scholarship management system becomes 
increasingly compelling as students today are more comfortable with digital 
media, and expect simple and manageable online experiences, compared to 
previous generations. The sophistication of online scholarship management 
systems, and the efficiency and automation they provide, can transform how 
scholarship providers conduct their work. 
 
This guide serves as a springboard for organizations considering procurement 
of an online scholarship management system. It is not exhaustive and should 
encourage internal conversation to meet the needs of each organization. 
Users may also consult other NSPA resources such as conference 
presentations, webinars, and sample documents as they consider their 
options. 
 
NSPA would like to thank board member Beth Knight for her contributions 
and presentations on this topic. We also thank Kim Stezala, Senior Partner at 
Design Group International and CEO of the Society for Process Consulting. 
Kim is a long-time partner of the NSPA who co-crafted this document based 
on her experiences consulting with scholarship providers.  

 

Jackie Bright, Executive Director



DESIGNING YOUR VENDOR SELECTION PROCESS

You may be wondering where to start. Too often scholarship providers start 
with asking for demonstrations from potential vendors without a clear 
purpose and understanding of what they are seeking. That approach is time 
intensive and misses the opportunity for an inclusive process geared toward 
the organization’s unique needs and capacity to implement a new system. 

At the most basic level, start with “why” because so many other decisions 
will come back to your reasons for embarking on this process. Many of the 
available systems are highly sophisticated and you may be lured by spectacular 
features that are not relevant to what you need or even have the capacity to 
implement.

The needs of an independent scholarship provider with a few hundred 
applicants are different than those of a community foundation that requires 
grant management tools, or a large university that must adhere to strict data 
and technology protocols across departments. 

By taking time to set clear expectations at the beginning you are more likely 
to find the right tool and partner for your organization. 

Why are you doing 

this?

What are the 

main features and 

solutions you seek?

Who should be 

involved?

When is the best time 

to conduct the process 

and implement?

How will the proposal 

and selection process 

be handled?

Where will demos, 

meetings, and the 

selection process occur?
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START WITH WHY AND A WISH LIST

WHO SHOULD BE INVOLVED?

Before anything else, clearly identify the purpose of acquiring or switching your scholarship 
management system. Some initial questions to ask might include:

• What will success look like for applicants, reviewers, and staff? 
• Why is this important or imperative now?
• What do you hope to gain or give up? More time? Less paperwork? Improved  
  automation? Streamlined communication? Better reporting? Simplified scoring?

Have a clear purpose statement as you interact with potential vendors and internal 
stakeholders that summarizes your intentions.

For example:  We seek to automate the process as much as possible for applicants,  
	 												recommenders,	evaluators	and	staff	-	efficiency	is	our	primary	goal.

Your initial wish list may be derived from current 
pain points and your vision for a better process. 
Think of yourself as a scholarship administrator, your 
future applicants, and the future of your program or 
organization. Even if it seems aspirational, what makes 
it on the wish list? 

BE COMFORTABLE WITH YOUR  
WISH LIST CHANGING AS YOU  

LEARN  MORE ABOUT THE  
AVAILABLE SOLUTIONS AND  

GAIN INPUT FROM OTHER  
STAKEHOLDERS.

Post-secondary institutions 
and larger organizations are 
likely to have a sophisticated 
procurement process involving 
multiple team members. In other 
cases, there may be only two or 
three staff members involved 
in the selection process with 
additional staff consulted as 
needed. 

Regardless of the number of 
people involved, be sure to 
clearly define each person’s role, 
time commitment, and authority 
in the process. Who ultimately 
decides? Will decisions be 
based on consensus, how 
closely the individuals work with 
scholarships, or other factors?

• Scholarship manager or coordinator
• Administrative staff
• Evaluators/reviewers
• Recommenders
• Finance
• Grant management
• Information technology
• Data compliance
• Marketing
• Procurement/purchasing
• Other department representatives
• End-users such as applicants,      
  returning students, alumni

WHO IS INVOLVED, IN WHAT CAPACITY 
AND FOR HOW LONG?
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HOW WILL YOU DESIGN THE PROCESS?

After establishing your purpose and who will be involved, determine how you will 
engage in the process.

A key step is to decide how you will assess the quality and applicability of each 
vendor’s platform. You may choose to have multiple people involved in the initial 
demonstrations and use quantitative rating scales (see examples in the “What 
Features Do You Need” section on pages 6 and 7) that can be combined and 
averaged to determine finalists. Another approach is to have a larger group review 
submitted proposals and a smaller subset determine finalists. In any case, ensure you 
have a fair and equitable process in place.

In addition to quantifying your assessment of features and benefits, your team 
should include a holistic review that generates discussion about the finalists. At 
this stage, you may discover additional requirements that were not apparent at the 
beginning of the process or you may gain insight into the vendor’s customer service 
culture. Discussions about budget are an ongoing part of the process as you learn 
what is available at different price points.

It can be helpful to approach the process in phases:
 
PRE-PROPOSAL   
 • Establish the parameters, requirements, and review process
 • Gather background research on potential vendors
 • Conduct meetings and initial demonstrations

PROPOSAL
 • Create a Request for Proposal (RFP) document and set a deadline
 • Alternatively, accept each vendor’s standard proposal by the deadline
 • Review and evaluate proposals
 • Top vendors provide demonstrations for your decision makers
 • Decide and communicate

AGREEMENT 
 • Negotiate terms such as cost, timing, support
 • Gain signed agreement

IMPLEMENT
 • Engage with the vendor
 • Build, test, launch

Clarify with each potential vendor their capacity to engage with you and support 
you. Parts of the implementation may be do-it-yourself, such as building forms or 
automated messages, whereas others may offer full-scale setup and implementation. 
Budget considerations and the value of the vendor’s product should inform your 
final decision.



Web-Based Platform/
Interface
• Visually appealing
• Ease-of-use
• Good navigation
• Site within a site
• Manage big picture vs. daily  
   user

Scoring Process
• Reviewer-friendly
• Their criteria or yours?
• How is qualitative piece    
   handled?
• Allow sub-committees,  
   groups
• Sharing of scores

Technology
• Technical and product  
   support, beyond application  
   management support
• Will implementation require  
   APIs and is there an  
   additional cost associated  
   with those? (Application  
   Programming Interface  
   allows software programs to  
   interact)
• Mobile-friendly process
• Schedule for product  
   updates

Applicant Management 
Side 
• Monitor and track started,  
   completed, submitted
• Manage reviewers or  
   volunteers
• Customizable forms or  
   template-driven?
• Over-ride function/judging  
   correction
• Reporting functions
• Exporting data
• Multiple administrators  
   allowed? Effect on cost?
• Integration with other  
   software

Information & Security 
• Low risk to the client and  
   users
• Ease of extracting  
   information, reports, etc.
• Degree of customizable  
   reports 
• Compliant with other data  
   requirements

Applicant/Student Side 
• Eligibility quiz
• Eligibility search and         
   calculation
• Save and return
• Print function
• Reminders
• Ease of navigation
• Upload time for materials
• Ease of reference/  
   recommender process
• Award notification
• Post-award handling
• Streamlined:
      o Verification
      o Reminders 
      o E-Signature
      o Payment (U.S. and   
          international)

Training and Support
• All-inclusive or pay-as-you-go
• Implementation support vs.  
   ongoing support
• Live training or recorded     
   demos
• Customer service capacity

Pricing Structure 
• Monthly, annually, up to a    
   maximim number of applicants?
• Per user/administrator fees
• Set-up fees

Terms & Conditions 
• Legal or procurement  
   involvement
• If you are unsatisfied, what is  
   ease of exit? 

After determining the general process, your outline should become more granular before 
scheduling demonstrations with potential vendors. Your team should collaboratively 
determine which features and benefits are essential and which would be supplemental or 
complementary to your process. One way to think about this is to name each feature as  
necessary, nice or a bonus. What would help simplify or streamline your process? What 
would truly transform it? What is the vendor’s experience working with similar entities? 
What is your capacity to implement?

WHAT FEATURES DO YOU NEED?

Integration
• Donor and grant  
   management
• Financial, marketing or 
   CRM (Customer Relationship   
   Management) systems
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The list below includes some common elements to consider in a scholarship management 
platform. Please see the attachment for suggested questions to ask vendors.



When you have determined which features and benefits matter most, you can then circulate 
that list to your team members and determine how you will rate the possibilities. You may 
also craft specific questions to provide your colleagues with more direction. A few rating 
examples are provided below. Additional examples are available in the NSPA Member 
Resource Library, Conference Materials Archive and Scholarship Program Toolkit.

DESIRED FEATURE
Rating Scale 0 - 3
0 = do not need
1 = minimal/basic need
2 = much needed
3 = required

VENDOR FEATURE
Rating Scale 0 - 3
0 = not offered
1 = minimal quality
2 = good
3 = very good

Excerpt provided by Kim Stezala, NSPA Affiliate Member

Excerpt provided by Beth Knight, NSPA Board Member

Excerpt provided by Beth Knight, NSPA Board Member
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https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/page/resourcelibrary
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/page/resourcelibrary
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/page/ConfeMaterialArchive
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/page/1_00_P_Landing


• Establish the parameters,  
   requirements, and review process
• Gather background research on  
   potential vendors
• Conduct meetings and initial  
   demonstrations

PRE-PROPOSAL |  JULY

• Engage with the vendor
• Build, test, launch

IMPLEMENT |  OCTOBER -  DECEMBER

• Negotiate terms such as cost,  
   timing, support
• Gain signed agreement

AGREEMENT |  SEPTEMBER

• Create a Request for Proposal (RFP)  
   document and set a deadline
• Alternatively, accept each vendor’s  
   standard proposal by the deadline
• Review and evaluate proposals;  
   possibly conduct finalist demos
• Decide and communicate

PROPOSAL |  AUGUST

Develop a timeline for your vendor selection process. The scholarship management 
representatives should be able to provide an estimate of the time needed for 

implementation once securing the signed contract. More integration will likely take 
more time. Start with the intended launch date and work backward.

Most of the process can take place through phone meetings, emails, and online 
demonstrations. However, if key decision-makers participate in demonstrations 
asynchronously or are significantly delayed compared to other team members it may 
complicate the review process. 

For larger organizations, the scope and investment in the scholarship platform may warrant 
an in-person demonstration at the final stages to include questions and feedback from 
multiple departments. NSPA’s Annual Conference offers an opportunity to meet with 
prospective vendors in-person or virtually through video conference meetings. Some service 
providers will also travel to your location upon request.

ESTABLISH YOUR TIMELINE

WHERE WILL THE PROCESS TAKE PLACE?
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A small scholarship provider that wants to launch an 
application in a few days can do so with a mobile app that 
includes other scholarships for students. 

The process can be as simple or complex as it needs to be to reach your goals. By 
going back to your purpose you can stay focused on what matters to you, your 

stakeholders, and students.

Foundations that need to integrate scholarship 
giving with their grant-making software and customer 

relationship management (CRM) systems can find 
more sophisticated options.

Large colleges and universities can find solutions that will 
harvest existing data to find eligible students while integrating 
with student information systems and donor preferences. 

Corporate scholarship programs can completely outsource 
the entire process to a scholarship management  

vendor – from application to payment.

SCALE AND SOPHISTICATION

The variety of available scholarship solutions has expanded greatly 
during the last decade to meet the needs of the marketplace, with 

these case use examples:
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As you begin the process of selecting an online scholarship management system 
the NSPA encourages you to use member resources as additional support. You 
can ask questions of other scholarship providers in the forum or contact our 
affiliate members who provide scholarship management services. 

If you are not a member of the NSPA please consider joining:
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/page/membershipbenefits

Additional information and resources:
• NSPA Member Resource Library
• Conference Materials Archive
• Scholarship Program Toolkit
• Member Q&A Forum
• Products and Services for Scholarship Providers
• Visit www.scholarshipproviders.org or email info@scholarshipproviders.org
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READY TO START? USE THIS CHECKLIST:

WHY 
Do you have a clear sense of purpose that can be articulated to 
potential vendors and team members?

WHO 
Are the right people involved throughout the decision-making process? 
Were you intentionally inclusive in the process?

HOW
Did you develop a process that matches your level of scale and 
sophistication?

WHAT
Have you identified what elements of a scholarship management 
system are necessary for you to accomplish your goals? Have you been 
clear about what rating system you will use to inform your decisions?

WHEN
Have you identified a target date for implementation and is it realistic? 
Have you left enough time in the process for thoughtful consideration 
and internal implementation?

WHERE
Will you require potential vendors to visit you on-site? Does the scope 
of your potential contract warrant such a meeting? Will most activity 
be conducted virtually?

https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/forums_engagement/Topics.aspx?forum=225098
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/search/custom.asp?id=4922
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/search/custom.asp?id=4922
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/page/membershipbenefits
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/page/resourcelibrary
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/page/ConfeMaterialArchive
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/page/1_00_P_Landing
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/forums_engagement/Topics.aspx?forum=225098
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/search/custom.asp?id=4922
http://www.scholarshipproviders.org/
mailto:info%40scholarshipproviders.org?subject=


Attachment: Questions to Ask When Selecting
a Scholarship Management Vendor
As  you  cons id er  your  opt ions  it  is  h e lp fu l to  ask  s im ilar  quest ions  o f

a ll potent ia l vendors. H ere  are  som e  sug g est ions:

W ha t is  the  d e ta ile d  process  o f your  serv ice  inc lud ing  app lica t ions, rem ind ers, file

up loads, re comm end a t ions, se le c t ion, and  award  payout?

W ha t is  your  company's  support mod e l and  response  t im e  for  both  c lient

adm in istra tors  and  app licants/re c ip ients?

W ha t type  o f report ing  and  ana ly t ics  are  ava ilab le  a t var ious  stages  o f the  process?

Is  report ing  stand ard  or  custom izab le?  If custom izab le , can  you  prov id e  samples?

W ha t is  your  company's  financ ia l stab ility  and  v iab ility?  D o  you  have  the  capac ity  to

m anage  our  scho larsh ips  as  we  grow?

H ow  do  you  onboard  and  tra in  new  c lients  for  implem enta t ion?  H ow  o ften  does

your  system  upd a te  its  fe a tures  and  requ ire  re-tra in ing?  Is  tra in ing  prov id e d  v ia

v id eo, art ic les, live  support, or  other  m e thods?

W ha t is  your  comm itm ent to  cyb erse cur ity?  E xp la in  your  d a ta  pr ivacy, access, and

prote c t ion. H ow  do  you  m anage  potent ia l thre a ts  and  respond  to  d a ta  b re aches?

H ow  w ill you  ke ep  up  w ith  chang ing  te chno logy  b eyond  the  apps  and  so ftware

systems  we  a lre ady  use  or  m ay  inte gra te  in  the  future?

H ow  do  you  pr ice  serv ices?  Is  the  fe e  struc ture  sta t ic  or  dynam ic?  H ow  o ften  is  it

upd a te d?  A re  there  any  "extras"  o f wh ich  we  shou ld  b e  aware?

M ay  we  ta lk  to  other  c lients  about the ir  exper ience  work ing  w ith  you?  If so , w ill you

m ake  introduc t ions?

SCHOLARSHIPPROVIDERS.ORG

Spe c ia l thanks  to  N S P A  A ffilia te  M em b ers, IS T S  and  W ize H ive , for  the ir  contr ibut ions  to  th is  docum ent.

https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/
https://www.scholarshipproviders.org/
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