
Proposed System for Award 
Management (SAM.gov) 
Certification Changes: 
Strategic Implications for 
Higher Education

Most institutional leaders have never needed to think twice about SAM.gov registration. The proposed 
reforms change that. Registration in the System for Award Management (SAM.gov) has long been viewed 
as a routine administrative requirement — a necessary step for maintaining eligibility to receive federal 
funds. The U.S. General Services Administration’s (GSA) proposed revisions indicate that registration will 
become far more consequential: a broad institutional certification requiring Authorized Organizational 
Representatives (AORs) to attest that institutional policies, programs, and practices comply with an 
expanding range of federal requirements, evolving legal interpretations, and applicable executive orders.

While the rule remains under consideration, it signals a broader shift in how the federal government may 
define institutional accountability. The implications extend well beyond the registration process itself. If 
finalized, these certifications will affect an institution’s ability to access virtually every category of federal 
funding, including competitive grants, institutional aid, formula funding, and federal student financial aid.

What has traditionally been an administrative verification of organizational information could evolve into 
a comprehensive representation of institutional governance and compliance. Certifications made to the 
federal government are enforceable representations, and inaccurate or unsupported certifications may 
increase exposure to administrative enforcement and risk future access to federal dollars. In an era of 
expanding institutional certifications and evolving federal expectations, resilience will be defined not by 
how institutions respond to change, but by how well they prepare for it.

For higher education leaders, the question is no longer simply whether the institution can complete 
the registration process. It is whether institutional policies, governance structures, documentation, and 
executive oversight are sufficiently aligned to support comprehensive federal certifications across new 
and evolving policy domains. As the scope of certifications expands, so does the need for coordinated 
review across legal, finance, compliance, sponsored programs, human resources, student financial aid, 
and executive leadership. The proposal is not yet final, but its direction is clear: institutional certification 
is evolving from an administrative requirement into a policy instrument with significant implications for 
institutional governance and future access to federal funds.
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A Broader Shift in Federal Oversight 
The proposed revisions to the SAM.gov registration process are best understood not as an isolated 
administrative change, but as part of a broader evolution in how the federal government is implementing 
policy priorities. Rather than relying exclusively on new legislation or regulations, federal agencies 
are increasingly using certifications, grant conditions, funding agreements, and executive authorities 
to establish expectations for organizations seeking to receive or retain federal funding. Institutional 
certifications are becoming a mechanism for translating federal policy into operational requirements.

For higher education, this represents a meaningful shift in the relationship between institutions and the 
federal government. Colleges and universities have always operated within a framework of statutory and 
regulatory compliance. Increasingly, however, participation in federal programs may require institutions 
to affirm that their policies and practices remain aligned with evolving federal interpretations and 
administrative priorities. Those certifications extend beyond financial management or grant administration 
to encompass broader institutional operations, governance, and compliance responsibilities.

This trend reflects a growing emphasis on institutional accountability at the point of certification rather than 
solely through post-award oversight. As certifications become more comprehensive, institutions may need 
to demonstrate not only that appropriate policies exist, but that governance structures, documentation, 
and internal controls are sufficient to support the representations made to the federal government. For 
executive leaders, this shifts certification from an administrative exercise completed by the AOR to an 
enterprise governance responsibility requiring sustained coordination across legal, compliance, finance, 
human resources, research administration, student financial aid, and institutional leadership.
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Governance Must Keep Pace With Certification 
The proposed SAM.gov revisions raise an important governance question for higher education institutions: who 
within the institution can reasonably attest to the increasingly broad range of representations contemplated by the 
proposed certifications? Historically, AORs have certified information related primarily to institutional eligibility, financial 
management, and grants administration — areas typically supported by established business office and sponsored 
programs processes. The proposed revisions significantly expand the scope of those certifications into institutional 
policy and operational domains that often extend well beyond the AOR’s direct responsibility or visibility. 

As a result, institutions may need to reconsider how federal certifications are developed, reviewed, and approved. 
A certification encompassing institutional governance, employment practices, civil rights compliance, financial aid 
administration, research administration, and other enterprise functions cannot reasonably depend on the knowledge 
or judgment of a single official acting alone. Instead, it requires coordinated input from legal counsel, finance, 
compliance, human resources, sponsored programs, student financial aid, and executive leadership to ensure that 
institutional representations are accurate, complete, and appropriately documented.

This represents more than a procedural adjustment. It reflects a shift in institutional accountability. As certifications 
become broader and more consequential, institutions should evaluate whether existing governance structures, 
approval processes, and executive oversight are sufficient to support representations made to the federal 
government. Expanding certification requirements without corresponding changes in institutional governance may 
increase organizational risk while placing disproportionate responsibility on the officials authorized to execute those 
certifications, namely the AORs.  

Institutional Readiness in an Era of Expanding Certifications  
The proposed revisions provide institutions with an opportunity to reassess how certifications made to 
the federal government are governed, validated, and documented. While most colleges and universities 
have well-established processes for grants administration and regulatory compliance, broader institutional 
certifications may require a different operating model — one that reflects the enterprise-wide nature of the 
representations being made. 

Historically, responsibility for completing SAM.gov registrations has resided within the business office or 
sponsored programs office. That approach has been appropriate when certifications primarily addressed 
institutional eligibility, financial management, and grants administration. As certifications expand to 
encompass broader institutional policies and practices, however, institutions should evaluate whether 
existing governance structures remain aligned with the scope of the representations being certified. 

Institutional readiness will increasingly depend on clear accountability and coordinated review before 
certifications are executed. Rather than relying on a single office or individual, institutions should establish 
cross-functional governance that brings together legal counsel, finance, sponsored programs, compliance, 
human resources, student financial aid, and executive leadership to validate institutional representations. 
Equally important is documenting how those representations were reviewed, approved, and substantiated. 

Most importantly, institutions should recognize that certifications are no longer simply administrative 
transactions. They are institutional representations made to the federal government that may later be 
scrutinized through audits, program reviews, or other oversight activities. The greatest institutional risk may 
not be making an inaccurate certification — it may be making one without an enterprise process capable of 
demonstrating how it was developed, reviewed, and substantiated. 
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What Leading Institutions Should Do Now  
While the proposed SAM.gov revisions remain subject to change, they provide an opportunity for 
institutions to evaluate whether existing governance, documentation, and executive oversight are sufficient 
to support increasingly comprehensive federal certifications. Rather than waiting for a final rule, institutional 
leaders should consider taking several proactive steps: 

•	 Clarify institutional accountability. Identify which offices are responsible for the policies and 
practices reflected in federal certifications and establish clear ownership for validating institutional 
representations. 

•	 Formalize cross-functional governance. Develop review processes that engage legal counsel, 
finance, sponsored programs, compliance, human resources, student financial aid, and executive 
leadership before certifications are executed.

•	 Reassess delegated authority. Evaluate whether current authorization and approval processes remain 
appropriate as certifications expand beyond traditional grants administration into broader institutional 
operations.  

•	 Strengthen documentation. Ensure institutional representations are supported by documented 
review, validation, and approval processes that can withstand future audits or oversight.  

•	 Build for the future, not just this proposal. View governance improvements as long-term institutional 
investments that strengthen resilience as federal requirements, executive priorities, and certification 
expectations evolve.

Governance as a Strategic Advantage 
As federal certification requirements become broader and more consequential, institutional governance 
will increasingly distinguish organizations that can respond confidently to policy change from those forced 
into reactive compliance. The institutions best positioned for this environment will not necessarily be those 
with the largest compliance offices or the greatest legal resources. They will be those that have established 
clear governance structures, defined institutional accountability, and documented processes capable of 
supporting enterprise-wide certifications.

Rather than treating certifications as isolated administrative transactions, these institutions will integrate 
them into broader enterprise risk management and executive decision-making. Cross-functional 
collaboration among legal counsel, finance, sponsored programs, compliance, human resources, student 
financial aid, and executive leadership will become a routine component of institutional governance rather 
than an ad hoc response to new federal requirements. This approach not only strengthens the accuracy 
and defensibility of institutional certifications but also improves organizational resilience as federal policies 
continue to evolve.

Viewed through this broader lens, the proposed SAM.gov revisions are less about a single regulatory 
change than about the future of institutional governance. Colleges and universities that invest now in 
stronger governance, clearer accountability, and coordinated institutional oversight will be better prepared 
to navigate future policy shifts while preserving access to the federal resources that support their missions.
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How Ellucian Helps Institutions Build Resilience 
As higher education’s trusted partner, Ellucian helps institutions strengthen the governance, data, and 
organizational capabilities needed to navigate an increasingly complex regulatory environment. Through 
Ellucian Strategy & Planning Services, our experts work alongside institutional leaders to strengthen 
governance frameworks, improve data stewardship, support grants management, guide organizational 
change, and align institutional strategy with evolving federal requirements. 

By helping institutions build durable governance structures, strengthen institutional data practices, and 
foster cross-functional collaboration, Ellucian supports long-term institutional resilience—enabling colleges 
and universities to adapt to regulatory change while protecting the federal resources that advance their 
mission and support student success. 

Ready to integrate federal grant reforms into your grant 
processes?  
Schedule a tailored review with Ellucian Grants Services today. Our team will map your 
grants, data, and academic strategy against federal accountability guidelines, identify gaps 
and deliver an actionable roadmap to strengthen compliance. Request your complimentary 
consultation now to start proving the public value of your institution and securing the 
resources to sustain it. 

Ellucian powers innovation for higher education with customers serving more than 21 million students around the world. 
With a singular focus on the needs of institutions, Ellucian’s AI-powered platform features best-in-class SaaS capabilities and 
delivers insights needed now and into the future. Learn more at www.ellucian.com.
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