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Purpose 
 
This RFI offers principal investigators with Federal research funding the 
opportunity to identify Federal agency and university requirements that contribute 
most to their administrative workload and to offer recommendations for reducing 
that workload. Members of the National Science Board’s Task Force on 
Administrative Burdens do not wish to increase your administrative workload with 
this request and you may choose to answer only those questions that are most 
pertinent to you. Your responses will provide vital input so that we can implement 
agency-level changes and offer recommendations to reduce unnecessary and 
redundant administrative requirements. 
 
Background 
 
Over the past decade two Federal Demonstration Partnership (FDP) Faculty 
Workload Surveys (2005 and 2012) indicate that administrative burdens associated 
with Federal research funding are consuming roughly 42% of an awardee’s 
available research time, a figure widely cited in numerous articles and reports. To 
help address these issues, the National Science Board (Board) recently created a 
Task Force on Administrative Burdens. The Task Force is charged with examining 
the burden imposed on Federally-supported researchers at U.S. colleges, 
universities, and non-profit institutions. Responses to this RFI will be considered as 
the Board develops recommendations to ensure investigators’ administrative 
workload is at an appropriate level.  
 
Request for Information 
 
The Task Force is seeking a response to the questions below. In your response, 
please reference the question number to which you are responding. 
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Sources of Administrative Work and Recommendations for Reducing Work 
 
1. What specific requirements associated with your Federally-funded grants require 
you personally to do the greatest amount of administrative work?  Where possible, 
please indicate whether the origin of that administrative work is a requirement at 
your institution, a Federal requirement, or a requirement from another institution. 
What recommendations would you offer that might help to reduce the level of 
work?  

 

 

 

 

2. Principal investigators responding to the FDP’s 2012 Faculty Workload Survey 
identified the following sources of administrative work, in addition to human 
subject protection and animal care treated below, as particularly burdensome for 
Federal grantees:  
 Grant progress report submissions;  
 Finances (e.g. managing budget-to-actual expenses, equipment and supplies 

purchases, and other financial issues/requirements);  
 Personnel management, hiring, and employee evaluation, and visa issues;  
 Effort reporting;  
 Conflict of interest;  
 Responsible conduct of research;  
 Lab safety/security;  
 Data sharing; and, 
 Sub-contracts (e.g. overseeing: progress toward project goals and deadlines; budget 

expenditures, invoices, and other financial matters; and, compliance and 
safety/security issues).   

If not addressed in question 1, for any of the areas listed, do you believe that the 
associated requirements significantly increase the amount of administrative work 
you personally need to perform? Where possible please indicate whether the source 
of the required administrative work is a requirement at your institution, a Federal 
requirement, or a requirement from another institution. What recommendations 
would you offer that might help to reduce the level of work?  
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3. Do you receive administrative support from your institution for Federal grants?  If 
yes, for what specific preparation, reporting, and compliance requirements do you 
receive administrative support?  Is the amount of support excellent, good, adequate, 
poor, or non-existent? Where does your administrative support come from within 
the institution (e.g. office of the vice president for research, office of sponsored 
programs, a department, a laboratory, others)? What additional administrative 
support would you like to receive from your institution?  

 

 

 

 

 

Institutional Review Boards (IRB)/Institutional Animal Care and Use 
Committees (IACUC) 

4. If you are conducting human or vertebrate animal research requiring IRB or 
IACUC approval, what requirements (e.g. preparing protocols for initial review, 
annual reviews and re-writes, completing revisions requested by reviewers, and 
satisfying training and other Federal requirements) create the most administrative 
work?  Is the work completed primarily by you or others? Are there particular 
practices used by your university's IRB/IACUC process that contribute to or 
subtract from the administrative work you must perform to meet Federal and 
Institutional requirements? What recommendations would you offer that might help 
to reduce the level of work? 

 

 

 

 

 

Proposals 

5. Investigators responding to the FDP 2012 Faculty Workload Survey indicated that 
15 percent of their research time associated with a Federal award is devoted to 
proposal preparation. Are there administrative tasks associated with proposal 
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preparation that increase your personal administrative workload?  Please provide 
specific examples. What recommendations would you offer Federal agencies for 
reducing the level of administrative work necessary to submit a grant proposal 
while maintaining the details needed to evaluate the merit and feasibility of the 
proposed research? 

 

 

 

 

 

Agency Specific Requirements and Multiple Agencies 

6. From which agencies do you receive Federal funding? In your opinion, have you 
observed outcomes related to data or information that you have provided at the 
request of Federal agencies?  If you receive funding from multiple agencies do you 
believe that there are overlapping or redundant interagency requests or 
requirements that increase your administrative workload?  How might these 
requirements be streamlined across Federal agencies? 

 

 

 

 

 

7. If you receive funding from NSF, are there NSF-specific requirements that you 
believe create significant administrative work for you?  What steps would you 
suggest NSF take to reduce the level of work necessary to comply with the 
requirement(s)? 
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Reform Efforts 

8. The Office of Management of Budget (OMB) has recently proposed reforms to 
administrative requirements for Federal awards, including:  
 

a) Guidance that clarifies the circumstances under which institutions may 
charge administrative support as a direct cost under certain conditions,  
including where the support is integral to a project or activity, can be 
specifically allocated to it, is explicitly included in the budget, and is  not also 
recovered as indirect costs.  

b) Reforms to effort reporting, including using employee payroll reports from 
institutional automated payroll systems to comply with effort reporting 
requirements.  
 

What if any effect do you believe these proposed reforms would have on your 
administrative workload?  Would you utilize direct charging if the guidance is 
finalized? To what extent would you utilize it (i.e., what % of funds)? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Professional/Institutional Information 

The following information will allow us to assess the influence of institution 
size/administrative capacity, academic rank, and field of study on the level and type 
of administrative work reported but is not required.  
 
9. What is your academic rank? What is your field of study? Please indicate which of 
the following best describes your institution: 

 Public research institution with medical school 
 Public research institution without medical school 
 Private research institution  
 Public master’s institution 
 Private master’s institution 
 Primarily undergraduate institution 
 Minority-serving institution 
 Non-profit/for profit institution 
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How to submit a response 
 
All responses and should be submitted by email to: 

Administrative-Reform@nsf.gov 

Responses to this RFI will be accepted through May 24, 2013. You will not receive 
individualized feedback on any suggestions.  Individual or aggregate responses may 
be referenced in a final report; however the Board will not attribute any comments 
by name. Email addresses will be anonymized and responses kept confidential 
consistent with our obligations to comply with a judicial or administrative 
subpoena, or a FOIA request pursuant to 5 USC § 552. Please note that any personal 
information contained within the body of the email/response (i.e. signature lines) 
will be retained if not deleted by the sender. No basis for claims against the U.S. 
Government shall arise as a result of a response to this request for information or 
from the Government’s use of such information.  Any questions or inquiries should 
be sent to: Administrative-Reform-Inquiries@nsf.gov.   

 

      Ann Bushmiller 
      Senior Legal Counsel, NSB 

mailto:Administrative-Reform@nsf.gov
mailto:Administrative-Reform-Inquiries@nsf.gov

	Question 1: 1. Research institutions share our investigators’ frustrations with the administrative workload associated with Federal grants and contracts.  The administrative burden across the research enterprise has increased appreciably due to a significant increase in the regulations and reporting obligations promulgated by Federal agencies and a lack of harmonization among those regulations.  Over the past two decades, the research regulatory landscape has changed in fundamental ways, requiring more time and resources to meet the requirements of our Federal sponsors.  Within that time frame, new regulations and more administratively burdensome regulations and policies have been promulgated related to scientific integrity (research misconduct, financial conflicts of interest, HIPAA privacy rules, etc.); safety (restrictions in the use of Select Agents and Toxins, chemicals under the Chemical Facilities Anti-Terrorism Standards, and use of recombinant DNA); data sharing and public access requirements; and new training related to all of the above.With each new regulation or policy requirement, recipient institutions have implemented numerous policies and procedures to address both the investigator’s responsibilities and the institutional obligations including increased reporting and monitoring of research activities, ensuring information security and access controls, implementing mandatory training, and complying with restrictions and reporting on foreign nationals and business ethics, hazardous wastes, etc.  In the same period, the entire process for submitting applications and reporting on research results has moved from paper to electronic formats which – despite the obvious advantages – has required institutions and investigators to upgrade hardware and software solutions and develop new operational practices.  Changing business operations from paper to electronic mechanisms while integrating new rules and fluid Federal data requests, standards and requirements has exacerbated the already significant challenges in ensuring compliance with Federal regulations and policies.Consequently, investigators are distracted from doing research by the myriad administrative and compliance requirements.  They spend more and more time on paperwork associated with a project, rather than on the conduct of the projects themselves.  This inefficiency slows the progress of important science and is a poor use of resources.  Recipient institutions are unable to mitigate theses distractions effectively in part because they lack the resources necessary to help alleviate the burden.  Although the Federal agencies have increased requirements in training, monitoring and reporting, institutions have been unable to recover the real costs of conducting federally supported research because of the cap on the administrative costs imposed in 1991.  Since that time, institutions have been self-funding a greater portion of these indirect costs effectively cost sharing with the Federal government on every award at a greater level.  Recipient institutions simply do not have the resources to take on additional regulatory burdens without adequate support to meet the obligations placed on them.The solutions are clear.  Federal agencies must harmonize their regulations, policies and procedures to streamline the requirements on investigators and institutions.  These regulations, policies and procedures should be performance-based in terms of the goals to be achieved, thus allowing institutions the greatest flexibility in meeting the goals.   The Federal government data management systems should provide a stable platform for the efficient submission of required data. Finally, full recovery of the Facilities and Administration (F&A) costs will provide additional resources to the institution to assist.  The elimination of the cap on the administrative component of the F&A will ensure that the real costs of administration in the CURRENT regulatory environment will be shared by the institution and its Federal partners.   Agencies should be required to provide a rationale that is reviewed and certified by OMB before imposing limits on the amount of F&A recovered by the institutions.  
	Question 2:  2. The Federal Demonstration Partnership (FDP) Workload Survey 1 (2005) and 2 (2012) provided valuable incentives to the Federal agencies to move toward completion on-going Federal projects geared to addressing streamlining and efficiencies.  Since the initial survey, the Research Project Performance Report (RPPR) has been completed and is being implemented by various agencies, thus creating a common reporting format to ease the burden of dealing with multiple formats and requirements across agencies.  The Office of Management and Budget proposed reforms of administrative requirements (addressed in the final question) can help resolve some of the financial management problems including, notably, effort certification.  Sub-Recipient MonitoringWe believe the tasks associated with sub-recipient monitoring will continue to be reported as burdensome by some investigators particularly those serving as principal investigator or project director on complex projects with multiple sponsors, components and investigators.  As the Federal agencies have moved to issuing more single prime awards forcing a single institution to administer multiple sub awardees (as opposed to issuing multiple awards to support collaborations), the tasks of monitoring and oversight of sub-awards have grown exponentially.  As the project director, institutions must rely on the principal investigator to review project reports and, often, invoices for reimbursement before payment can be made.  If the project involves a clinical trial – and most clinical trials involve multiple sites and investigators – all data reports, unanticipated event reports, etc., must flow through the project director.   These administrative responsibilities are particularly difficult when the projects operate in part/whole in foreign countries.  The institution must monitor not only compliance with domestic regulations but manage the complexities of meeting business regulations at those foreign sites as well.   The proposed reforms that will increase the ability to direct charge administrative, clerical and other technical personnel costs to grants will enable the institutions and the investigators to manage more efficiently and effectively the tasks associated with large complex projects.  Training RequirementsIn addition to sub-recipient monitoring, we believe the administration of differing and sometimes redundant across agencies training requirements may be cited by some investigators as particularly burdensome.  When items like responsible conduct of research, data sharing or financial conflicts of interest appear on lists of burdens, we believe it is less the compliance with the actual regulation or policy but more the training and reporting associated with these regulations that investigators find burdensome.  This training burden is equally true with other areas like laboratory safety, the use of animals and human subjects, etc.  Thus, it is less doing the research in a manner that complies with the regulation but the associated training or education and tracking and documentation of that training that takes time.  Broad-based requirements for training or, in the language of some regulations, “communicating” or “informing” the entire research staff of the regulation or policy at increasingly frequent intervals create an often unnecessary and burdensome training requirement.  When each agency has a different set of requirements for the same regulatory issue and a project has multiple sponsors, an investigator and her/his entire staff would need to participate in multiple training on essentially the same regulation.  Nor do we believe that every member of a research team needs the same level of training or knowledge of a specific regulation to achieve compliance.  Institutions need greater flexibility to train individuals to meet their roles and responsibilities to the project and the underlying regulation.    Personnel ManagementWe understand the frustration with the administrative complexity associated with the hiring, firing, evaluations, etc., of personnel as these tasks detract from time that would be better spent on the research.   These responsibilities as related to research activities need to be met in a manner consistent with the processes and laws that govern all such human resource activities on campus.  While each institution’s personnel practices will be unique, we suspect that many institutions provide real support to investigators in managing the labyrinth of personnel practices. But the final hiring decisions and annual evaluation of research staff must fall to the investigator.  Federal regulations add a layer of complexity to personnel management that must be navigated as well.  Immigration regulations – the issuing of visas, the hiring of international students and staff on certain projects or under certain Federal sponsorship – can make the process infinitely more difficult.  Regulations covering export controls add an additional layer of concern.  The unfortunate consequence of concerns with work done in collaboration with foreign nationals may be to limit our ability to engage in the research enterprise as global partners with the top investigators in the field.  It can become so difficult to enroll foreign students and work with foreign partners that investigators will narrow their projects and limit the intellectual and economic benefits of the research.  Thus, the appropriate solution for many of these issues is harmonizing agency regulations and policies in all areas to create efficiencies while ensuring effective stewardship of Federal funds.   For training requirements, institutions should be given the latitude to train investigators and research staff at the level appropriate to their roles and responsibilities on a project – not every member of a research team needs the same level of training. The parameters of sub-recipient monitoring and reporting should be refined to allow institutions to focus their efforts on the highest risk sub-recipients.  As OMB contemplates modifications to the administrative requirements, we propose that prime awardees should be able to use management decisions issued by the Federal cognizant or oversight agency concerning a sub-recipient and avoid duplicative efforts.  Thus, for subrecipients subject to A-133 audits where the audits are on file and any required corrective action plans are already in place and already being monitored by that entity’s auditor, we believe that the federal government should grant the prime awardee a “safe harbor” to rely on any corrective action plan already in place without engaging in a duplicative review or assessment process.   The “safe harbor” should apply to other monitoring responsibilities as well and, thus, further reduce the burden by eliminating oversight responsibilities on low-risk sub-recipients. Finally, as a nation we need to exercise some measure of restraint in setting up barriers to international collaborations.  Knowledge knows no national boundaries and facilitating exchanges of information and scholars while ensuring that US innovation can be protected and pursued to our economic benefit requires thoughtful policies and regulatory frameworks. 
	Question 3:  3. Some investigators will report administrative support; others will not.  We would suggest that almost all investigators get some support, though often indirectly, from their institutions.  From the preparation and submission of the proposal through the closing out of an award, administrative offices throughout the institution provide a variety of support.  These support structures are valued in varying degrees by investigators.   Institutions attempt to provide the appropriate levels of support but, given the current fiscal climate, there are general reductions in staffing across campuses as a consequence of contracting resources.   Investigators need support for administrative tasks – the preparation of hiring requests, purchases, documentation of training, etc. – but what they often need most is research support staff.  The proposal to allow for the direct charge of assistance for these tasks will help alleviate the burden.
	Question 4: 4. We believe that investigators will continue to identify the preparation and approval processes for protocols submitted to the Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee (IACUC) and Institutional Review Board (IRB) for the use of animals and human subjects, respectively, in research as involving the greatest amount of administrative activities and, consequently, burden.  Attendant to the review and approval process, the use of animals and human subjects in research requires staff training, including species-specific training for various animal models, and continuous monitoring and oversight.  The primary responsibility for the conduct of the research program lies with the principal investigator.  As a consequence, the investigator is responsible for preparing and presenting protocols to the federally mandated committees for review and approval and ensuring that the approved protocols are followed through the duration of the project.  The Federal government has established the regulatory framework for the review, approval and oversight of the research and each institutional committee conducts its business to ensure compliance with those regulations.  When project activities include international sites, the review/approval/oversight processes are significantly more complex.  The role of the IRB in human subjects research can be met or supplemented by an equivalent international/national body.  But many Federal sponsors insist on duplicative reviews by a U.S.-based IRB.  The concern of many investigators is that the institutional committees/boards go beyond the federal requirements in the reviews and create barriers to the reasonable conduct of research.   Investigators are frustrated and fault institutional committees for a rigid application of the rules delaying the initiation of the research.  The occasional but not infrequent dissonance between the regulation and the findings of audits has led institutions to take an increasingly risk-adverse stance given the consequences of non-compliance.    Agencies heighten the problem by establishing additional or agency-specific regulations or policies making a complicated environment more so.  Duplicative agency-based reviews and “approval” often require reconciling different demands from two IRB reviews.   Federal guidance meant to assist the regulated community  is often presented as additional requirements – using words like “must” and “shall” to impose new rules rather than offering interpretations   One solution is to establish a more performance-based approach to regulations governing the use of animals and human subjects in research.  If institutions had greater authority to assess the risk associated with a particular research activity and make determinations in light of that assessment, greater attention could be paid to higher risk activities ensuring the safety and well-being of the animals and human subjects.   
	Question 5: 5. Investigators are likely to cite the burden of gathering information to complete an application as the most troubling aspect of proposal preparation.  As projects become increasingly complex and with the emergence of greater reliance on collaboration across disciplines and institutions, the preparation of proposals becomes more complex. As proposal preparation becomes more complex, investigators are less and less likely to get funded because shrinking Federal research budgets and an increasing number of applicants means fewer awards are being made and success rates are being driven down to new lows.   Part of the proposal preparation challenge is the collecting and integrating of separate statements on items like post-doctoral mentoring; requiring redundant institutional compliance committee reviews in areas like human subjects; requiring reporting of financial conflicts of interest through the prime when the sub-recipient has a separate compliance relationship with the sponsoring agency – all these tasks make the completion of an application more and, in some cases, unnecessarily complex.   We believe that when our sub-recipients are federal grantees and must meet all compliance requirements as grantees, the prime organization should not be required to establish a separate “sponsor” relationship with the sub-recipient.  It’s redundant and increases the administrative burdens for the investigator as well as the institution. Much of the supporting documentation and approval processes should be completed only when a proposal has undergone review and is judged to be of sufficient merit to be considered for support.  The use of just-in-time procedures in some agencies and for some aspects of the applicant process should be extended across agencies and for all requirements.  As a corollary to a just-in-time approach, investigators and institutions should be provided sufficient time to complete the tasks.  If institutions could focus their activities on those proposals most likely to be funded, the broad burden for investigators and institutions would be significantly reduced. 
	Question 6:  6. As we understand the processes, the reporting of information whether technical or financial to agencies serves the agency’s fiduciary responsibilities.  An award has been made to conduct a specific research activity.  The technical report describes the research and its outcomes; the financial reports describe the expenditure of funds as approved in the award budget and within the cost principles required by the Federal government.  Different programs will have specific reporting requirements to determine whether specific programmatic goals have been met.  For example, training grants will require a list of trainees as a part of the technical report.  Unfortunately, agencies have increasingly requested more information, defending the increase as necessary for assessing the achievement of programmatic goals.  Some requests seem appropriate and in line with the program; others feel like sweeps for any and all possible outcomes without a rationale for the collection.  For example, the collection and submission of data for a National Institutes of HealthT32 training grant is so onerous that it’s become a disincentive to participation.  In almost all cases, any results of the data collections – the analyses and assessments – are not reported to the community.  We’re not confident the additional data collected is put to any useful purpose.  
	Question 7: 7. The community appreciates NSF’s general approach to a streamlined policy framework and making changes only when directed either on the advice of the National Science Board or as required by legislation.  Nonetheless, an increasing amount of time is spent in an iterative process of budget review and approval for many NSF awards.   Detailed budgets submitted with applications almost always have to be revised to meet recommendations made during the merit review process or to meet available funding levels.  NSF should consider a more general approach to budget preparation and submission at the time of application.  One such model is the modular budget used in submissions to NIH.  As we noted above, the use of a just-in-time approach to budget approval will streamline the processes and focus attention on those proposals most likely to be funded.   This approach may need to be accompanied by a modification of the instructions for proposal preparation and proposal review.  For example, applicants can be asked to describe their ability to complete the project as a narrative including, when appropriate, the number of students who will be hired, the instrumentation needed, etc.  Reviewers can assess the resources described rather than relying on the number of students budgeted for in the application.  Following the review, a budget can be prepared that reflects the best advice of the reviewers and the funds available for the project.   
	Question 8:  8. We are fully supportive of the proposed reforms to allow direct costs to support those administrative and technical tasks that are directly allocable to the Federal award.  The language proposed by OMB has the potential to reduce investigator administrative burden by allowing those activities conducted by administrative and clerical staff to be direct charged to federal awards. However, we are concerned that a call for explicit budgeting of these costs in the proposed budget could be misinterpreted to suggest that such costs would not be allowable if not included in the original project budget. Institutions regularly re-budget and are allowed to do so under expanded authorities and we believe such re-budgeting should be allowed in this area as well to ensure that we meet our research and compliance obligations.  We are equally supportive of the consideration of changes to the effort reporting processes.  In responding to OMB’s proposed reforms, COGR has proposed a more streamlined version of the section of the circular [Subchapter F, Section .621, C-10, (8) and (9)] that we believe is a more intuitive and logical presentation of payroll and compensation considerations; and offers an alternative to the proposed standards of documentation which, if implemented, can eliminate the long-standing investigator and institutional administrative burden associated with effort reporting.  We believe our alternative will still provide the necessary institutional accountability that ensures that appropriate salaries have been charged to Federal awards.  A streamlined solution for documentation that relies on the institution’s official payroll system, in combination with rational accounting and management procedures is the most logical way to reduce the burden associated with effort reporting.  COGR can share its response to OMB with the NSB if it would useful in its deliberations. 
	Question 9:  These comments are offered jointly by the Council on Governmental Relations (COGR), the Association of American Universities (AAU), and the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities (APLU).    Our goal is to provide an institutional perspective on the questions raised by the NSB and, hopefully, provide a context for the responses made by our investigators.  We welcome the opportunity to participate and look forward to the NSB’s findings and recommendations.The Council on Governmental Relations (COGR) is an association of 190 research universities and affiliated academic medical centers and research institutes.  COGR concerns itself with the impact of federal regulations, policies, and practices on the performance of research conducted at its member institutions.  The Association of American Universities (AAU) represents 60 leading U.S. public and private universities and is devoted to maintaining a strong national system of academic research and graduate education. Founded in 1887, the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities (A۰P۰L۰U) is a research and advocacy organization of public research universities, land-grant institutions, and state university systems. As the nation’s oldest higher education association, A۰P۰L۰U is dedicated to excellence in learning, discovery and engagement. 


