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Project Objective

Research and evaluate prequalification programs to identify opportunities for reciprocity across the Mid-America
Association of State Transportation Officials (MAASTO) region.

Introduction

MAASTO State Departments of Transportation (DOTs) are working to expand economic opportunities and
remove barriers for businesses seeking to participate on transportation projects. A key focus area is improving
the prequalification process for Disadvantaged Business Enterprises (DBEs) and facilitating their participation
in projects and programs across the region. This report outlines findings, recommendations, and strategies to
create reciprocity within MAASTO DOTs prequalification programs and processes, as well as identifying additional
support services needed to help DBEs overcome barriers in state contracting.

Background

The MAASTO Board of Directors (BOD) commissioned the formation of the MAASTO Diversity and Inclusion
(D&I) Committee in the fall of 2020 following the civil unrest and a social movement calling on government to
address racial and socio-economic disparities. In October 2022, the MAASTO BOD revived the D& Committee,
appointed the chair, Kim Collins, Deputy Commissioner (MnDOT) and Troy Jerman, Chief Operating Officer, (1A
DOT) as vice chair. The D& Committee formed a subcommittee to examine the feasibility of creating reciprocity
between MAASTO states for certified DBE firms participating in prequalification programs. This subcommittee
commissioned this project and subsequent report to be completed.

Approach and Methodology

The project required two primary phases (1) survey each state DOT to understand how their respective
prequalification programs functions; and (2) solicit input from DBE firms to understand the challenges they
experience participating in prequalification programs.

The first phase involved preparing an online survey for representatives from the ten DOTs to complete. The second
phase was to identify barriers preventing DBE businesses from performing as the Prime Contractors or Consultants
for MAASTO region DOT prequalification programs; and develop recommendations for MAASTO DOTs to make an
improved, more inclusive contracting partner in the local construction, maintenance, and professional-technical
marketplaces.



Phase I:
DOT Prequalification Survey

Considering the objective of identifying reciprocity across prequalification programs for the MAASTO region, the
survey results do indicate potential. However, most of the information provided in the survey was high level and
will likely be the starting point for this effort. More detailed information and data on items such as prequalification
requirements, work type categories, paperwork required, and DBE programming and support services offered by
State DOTs will be necessary to identify areas for coordination. Some key takeaways from the survey are discussed

further below.
MAASTO PREQUALIFICATION PROGRAMS

Number of Work Categories per Prequalification Programs per State

Construction Professional/ Maintenance Goods and Services Emergency
State (Contractors) Technical (Contr:actors/ (Suppliers/Vendors) (Contr’actors/
(Consultants) Providers) Providers)
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MN 75+
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Wi

Approximate Number of Work Categories Included
26-50 51-75 75+

Prequalification

A majority of the MAASTO states have prequalification programs in construction and professional/technical
fields. Minnesota was the only state without a construction prequalification program, and lowa was the only state
without a professional/technical prequalification program. Of those surveyed, only two states had maintenance
and emergency prequalification programs, while one state surveyed had goods and services prequalification
programs. For more detailed information the number of work types and programs for each state DOT, please
refer to the table above.

Specifics on application processes and renewal timeframes in prequalification programs can differ from state to
state and even between professional/technical and construction programs. However, there were common themes
found throughout the MAASTO states in the prequalification application process, which may help with finding
reciprocity opportunities. These themes are highlighted below.
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COMMON REQUIREMENTS

References
Ownership Information

1) Equipment Information
é Worker Compensation
= Certifications

qé’j' Experience 8
« Insurance
Bonding

Financial Information 8

0 2 4 6 8 10

Number of times listed

For application acceptance criteria among firms trying to get prequalified, construction work types seemed to
have more objective measures related to financial capacity, insurance, or capital requirements (equipment) in
addition to work experience. Professional/technical work types seemed to have more subjective measures, such
as “subject matter experts review” or “the applicant’s technical ability” in addition to licensing requirements that
are either reviewed by personnel or committees for work types.

MAASTO DOTs primarily use digital platforms for promotion of their prequalification program. Although this isn’t
very surprising considering the “age of the internet” we work in, it does show that reciprocity opportunities for
communication are possible for promotion of these programs.

PREQUALIFICATION PROGRAM PROMOTION
Other (please specify)

Events

Articles

Email distribution lists
Post to external websites

DOT prequalification website

0% 10% 20% 30%  40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%  100%
PREQUALIFIED DBE FIRMS BY STATE
Regarding the application process for
prequalification programs, the process is mostly
online with ~80% of firms having some sort of
online application or submittal or working
towards an online process.

40% of states surveyed reported having 50 or
fewer DBE firms in their prequalified program,
while 50% had 51-200 firms, and 10% had 201-
300 DBE firms that were prequalified. For total
prequalified firms, regardless of whether they
were a DBE or not, 50% of states had 201-400
firms, and 50% had over 600. Approximately 12-
21% of total firms represented in prequalification
programs were DBEs, on average
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Supportive Services

Most agencies provide some degree of support and training to DBEs interested in applying to prequalification
programs. Although most of these methods could be considered ‘low touch’ such as posting information on
websites or lunch and learns. Fewer agencies engaged in ‘high touch’ methods such as DBE participation plans,
workshops, or contracting related preferences. Agencies were asked if they provided preferences for DBEs in
prequalification. All states responded that they did not provide preferences for prequalification status. Many
states referenced the federal goal setting on contracting as their primary preference for DBE firms. This indicates
an area that could be bolstered to enhance DBEs participation in the prequalification process.

Below is a table summarizing all the responses that states provided related to DBE prequalification program
support services. As mentioned above, states varied in the type and amount of support services that were
provided. This list may not be all inclusive and is not representative of what all states do but rather a compilation
across all states.

The summarized initiatives aim to directly promote, encourage, educate, and support DBE firm

prequalification and priming certification:

«  Outreach events, webinars, workshops, training sessions to educate DBEs on prequalification
requirements and the application process. Often targeted specifically at DBE certification
workshops.

+  Providing resource materials and guides to assist DBEs with meeting prequalification criteria to
become prime contractors or consultants.

«  Encouraging certified DBEs to apply for prequalification programs once they obtain DBE
certification.

«  Use of DBE participation plans, development goals, and contract requirements for DBE inclusion
on projects. Prime contractors must submit plans for utilizing DBE subcontractors.

«  Monthly informational webinars and lunch & learn events focused on prequalification and
priming for DBE firms.

« Including DBE information and policy statements in solicitations, and whether a specific DBE
goal is set. This signals program support in DBE participation.

«  Working directly with regional/state DBE business organizations and chambers to promote
prequalification opportunities.
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DOT Survey Discussion and Conclusion

As stated earlier, the survey results indicate potential for states in the MAASTO region to establish reciprocity
between their respective prequalification programs. However, more detailed information will be needed before
moving forward with next steps.

Prequalification Reciprocity

Most states have defined timeframes for prequalification renewal and an open enrollment process for applications.
Additionally, there appear to be similar types of requirements for the construction prequalification categories that
may offer an opportunity to coordinate on common construction work types across states. The more challenging
work types to align will likely be in the professional/technical program as those work types often have experience
criteria that vary widely and are defined independently by technical experts. Finally, application processes and
submittals are online for most states, offering an additional area for coordination on prequalification evaluation
and reviews.

DBE Support Services

There were a moderate number of DBE certified firms participating in prequalification. However, the number of
states requiring a DBE preference for prequalification or including high touch engagement methods is lower. So
even if DBEs are prequalified, that may not represent their access to work overall, or more importantly, work of any
substantial contract value. This is an area to explore further and identify what, if any, preferences are provided to
DBEs above and beyond the federal goals set on federally funded contracts. Perhaps investigating opportunities
to provide DBE preferences on state funded contracts.



Phase ll:

DBE Outreach and Engagement

DBE Outreach and Engagement Survey

Push Strategist LLC. was hired for the DBE Outreach and Engagement portion of this project. To establish the
approach, internal planning sessions were held with team leaders to establish goals, finalize project literature,
develop qualitative and quantitative data points, and create targeted participant lists. A purposeful selection
method was used to recruit participants. Surveys, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups were used to
gather quantitative and qualitative data from the participants.

Below are the goals for the survey and semi-structured interviews.

1. Identify and highlight common barriers for DBEs in the prequalification program.

2. Identify strategies that enhance DBE engagement and foster more equitable contracting opportunities.

The project team wused a multi-channeled
communication approach through email, text
messages, and phone calls to encourage participation
in the project. In total, there were 107 DBE firms
that participated in the project. In total, there were
107 DBE firms that participated in the project. Of
those that participated, more than half identified
as White, non-Hispanic, 27% as Black/African
American, 6% Asian, 5% as Hispanic, and 7% as Other.
Approximately 70% of the participants identified as
female. Work categories were primarily professional/
technical, followed by construction, with “other”
fields including general freight, painting, and
procurement specialists to name a few.

Most DBE participants surveyed had been
prequalified or preapproved and awarded a contract
(65%). There were 26% that were prequalified and
had not yet been awarded a contract and 8% that
indicated “other”.

DEMOGRAPHICS OF DBE

OUTREACH
| White M Black/African American
MW Asian M Hispanic

W Prefer Not to Say/Other

WORK CATEGORIES OF DBE OUTREACH

M Professional/Technical M Local Construction/Maintenance M Other*
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Key Themes and Highlights

The Key themes from the survey and semi-structured interviews primarily show up in four categories.

1. Financial Barriers - Access to capital, difficulty with getting loans and specifically cash flow for their
businesses are barriers. A low-bid environment and economies of scale give larger firms an advantage not
afforded to DBEs which are typically smaller.

2. Relationship/Networking - There are a lack of opportunities to network and build credibility with decision-
makers. Many DBEs also lack support and mentorship to help them navigate the contracting process.

3. Contracting Opportunities - DBEs frequently find themselves excluded from opportunities due to the
large scale of projects or the specific technical requirements that may exceed their capabilities.

4. Administrative barriers - The paperwork and administrative demands associated with bidding and
managing contracts are extensive and often overwhelming for smaller DBEs. Additionally, the need to
navigate varying state and federal regulations adds to the complexity.

Prequalification

As it relates to the prequalification process, participants primarily had constructive feedback relating to process
and administrative burden. The process is cumbersome and requires active maintenance, which overshadows the
primary focus on their trades. Overall, the prequalification process puts a strain on the DBEs capacity to compete
effectively and sustain their business.

Positive feedback on the prequalification process related primarily to staff support for DBEs when available.
Efficient processing of forms and straightforward and clearly communicated requirements and processes were
positively received. These positive experiences were not universal across DBE firms, but it provides an example
of what agencies can do to better aid them in obtaining prequalification.

DBE Outreach: Key Suggestions & Recommendations

Below is a table with some of the primary recommendations from participants for DOTs and MAASTO to consider.
Some of these recommendations will require coordination on a regional level, some will be up to each state to
implement.

« Establishing formal reciprocity agreements between state Departments of
Transportation (DOTs) could significantly streamline the process.

Reciprocity Agreements

« Implementing a standardized or unified prequalification system with
a centralized database across states could help DBEs manage their
certifications more efficiently.

Unified Prequalification
Systems

Clear Guidance and

Documentation « Providing clear and consistent guidance as well as training.

« Offering support services such as navigators or consultants, providing
Support and Resources video tutorials, workshops, and step-by-step guides to help businesses
understand and navigate the prequalification process.

Enhance Networking « Facilitating networking opportunities between primes and subcontractors
and Support and/or implementing a buddy system for new firms with established firms.
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« States should develop concrete DBE requirements for projects and integrate
DBE participation into the scoring/evaluation process. States should also
offer additional smaller contracts and adopt policies to aid small businesses.

Foster Inclusivity and
Fair Competition

« Lowering the technical prequalification requirements, considering a "floor"
for overhead rates and scaling insurance requirements to business size can

Reduce Technical and also help small firms manage costs.

Financial barriers ) . .
« Offering faster, more accurate payments and developing real programs with

capital and aggressive management efforts can help DBE companies grow.

« Key suggestions include accepting electronic submissions, creating an
online application platform, a centralized resource or hub for information,
and integrating a unified system that operates across all states.

Leverage technology

Streamlined .
Documentation

States should work towards simplifying application processes by reducing
the complexity of requirements and minimizing redundant documentation.

DBE Outreach: Recommendations & Next Steps

Based on the results of DBE Outreach, Push Strategists had the following recommendations to improve
communication and connection between DBEs and State DOTs. Push Strategists noted that implementation
will require a phased approach with clear timelines and dedicated resources. Below are elements of their
recommended actions.

Channels and Platforms for Communication

Effective communication is essential for Disadvantaged Business Enterprises (DBEs) to navigate the complexities
of working with state Departments of Transportation (DOTs). To facilitate this, several channels and platforms
should be employed to ensure DBEs have access to vital information and support. Please see exhibit for more

details on the proposed approach.

Dedicated
Websites
& Portals

Online
Forums &
Discussion
Boards

Email
Newsletters
and Alerts

Webinars
and Virtual
Meetings

Develop user-friendly websites where DBEs can access information, submit
documents, and communicate with State DOTs.

Ensure the portals are mobile-friendly and accessible to all users.

Establish online forums where DBEs can ask questions, share experiences, and
receive support from peers and DOT representatives.

Moderators from the DOTs can facilitate discussions and provide timely responses.

Implement a system of regular email newsletters to keep DBEs informed about
upcoming contracts, policy changes, and training opportunities.

Use email alerts for urgent updates and reminders about deadlines.

Organize regular webinars to provide updates, training, and Q&A sessions.

Utilize platforms like Zoom or Microsoft Teams for virtual meetings and one-on-one
support.
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Mechanisms for Ongoing Feedback

Implementing robust feedback mechanisms is crucial for understanding and responding to the needs of DBEs.
Push strategists recommends the approach below to ensure continuous improvement and effective engagement
with DBEs.

Conduct quarterly surveys to gather feedback from DBEs on their experiences and

Regular challenges.
Surveys
Use survey results to identify areas for improvement and track progress over time.

Feedback Provide feedback forms on communication portals where DBEs can submit

Forms on suggestions or report issues.

Websites Ensure that feedback is reviewed regularly and acted upon promptly.

Organize focus groups and roundtable discussions with DBE representatives to

Focus delve deeper into specific issues.

Groups and

Roundtables Use these sessions to gather qualitative feedback and foster a collaborative
environment.

Improving Prequalification Programs

Improving prequalification programs is essential for creating a more inclusive and effective system. Push
Strategists recommends simplifying requirements, enhancing supportive services for DBEs, and encourages
prequalification reciprocity across MAASTO states to foster a more inclusive and efficient environment for DBEs.

Reduce the complexity of documentation and administrative tasks.
Simplify
Requirements Implement pre-filled forms and reciprocal agreements to minimize
redundant efforts.

ERInee Provide dedicated support staff to assist DBEs with the prequalification process.

Support

. Offer training programs and resources to help DBEs understand and meet
Services

requirements.

Develop formal agreements between states to recognize prequalification status,
reducing the need for multiple applications.

Promote
Reciprocity

e Create a centralized database to streamline information sharing and verification.
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Suggested Follow-up Actions

To ensure the successful implementation and continuous improvement of initiatives, Push Strategists has outlined
a series of follow-up actions for MAASTO and State DOTSs to consider. These actions are designed to monitor
progress, conduct regular reviews, and foster collaboration among key stakeholders. By establishing a dedicated
task force, setting clear metrics, and scheduling bi-annual reviews, MAASTO DOTSs will be able to track and measure
the effectiveness of processes and platforms.

Establish a task force responsible for tracking the implementation of
Monitor recommendations and reporting on progress.
Implementation
Progress Identify specific metrics and KPIs to measure the effectiveness of new

processes and platforms.

Schedule bi-annual reviews to assess the impact of the changes and make

Conduct Regular necessary adjustments.

stanas Use data from surveys, feedback forms, and performance metrics to inform

these reviews.

Encourage collaboration between State DOTs and DBEs through joint
workshops, training sessions, and networking events.

Foster Facilitate partnerships and mentorship programs to support DBEs in their
Collaboration growth and development.

Conduct a Peer Exchange for State DOTs on Equity contracting and DBE
programming.




Bringing it All Together:

DBE Prequalification
Recommendations and Roles

In summary, reviewing the results of each phase (DOT survey and DBE outreach) together, there are many
opportunities to make prequalification a more consistent and effective process for DBEs across the MAASTO region.
While some of the recommendations cited in the previous section will rely on each state galvanizing initiatives on
their own, there are a few recommendations that are only possible if MAASTO takes the lead. Below is a graphic
identifying which role each of the recommendations and initiatives would fall under. Roles include MAASTO, State
DOTs, and DBEs themselves.

- b

« Feedback Mechanisms

+ Regional and Local
Prequalification Program Review

Collaboration

+ DBE preference systems
« Communication systems
+ Streamlining Documentation @
+ Prequalification Program review

+ Local DBE Networking and « Initiate Task Force
Resource Supports

MAASTO

» Reciprocity Agreements

« Unified Prequalification Systems

« Peer Exchange and State Supports
and Resources for DBE Programs

« Regional DBE Networking and
Support
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While there are a series of useful recommendations, they will not simply happen on their own or without further
research and work completed by the State DOTs. For these reasons, the primary and first recommendation is that
the MAASTO Board of Directors create a task force charged with undertaking this research and working on the
plan outlined by PUSH Strategists.

There are a few items this task force could begin working on immediately. The first is to begin coordinating with
the MAASTO Civil Rights Committee. The task force could also begin the process of identifying a work type or types
to pilot reciprocity between states. Finally, the task force could begin the process of drafting a memorandum of
understanding between the participating states, outlining their goals for prequalification.

Conclusion

Implementing these recommendations can help create cohesive prequalification programs and supportive
environments for firms operating within the MAASTO region; particularly by fostering greater economic
participation for disadvantaged businesses. Prequalification reciprocity between states in the MAASTO region
is a key component in fostering this supportive environment. Recommendations will not only enhance DBE
participation in transportation projects or programs but also contribute to economic growth and development
within the MAASTO region. The first and initial recommendation is for MAASTO to set up a task force charged
with further investigation so that MAASTO states may implement the recommendations identified in this report.
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