
Grants “Hot Topics” 
Effort Certification

Effort Reporting is the only means that the 
Federal Government has to verify that salary 

dollars
were charged properly, either as a direct-

charge or cost-share.



Why is it important?

• Effort reporting is a ‘hot topic’ – often the first item of 
interest to federal auditors

• Labor is the largest percentage of direct costs in grant 
budgets.

• Effort Certification is required by Federal Regulation: 
OMB Circular A-21, section. J.10.

• Effort reporting documents how labor commitments 
have been met.

• Effort reporting includes both directly-charged and 
cost-shared effort.



Regulations Governing Effort 
Reporting

• OMB Circular A-21
• http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/circulars_a021_2004

– Cost Principles for Educational Institutions
– Requires costs be “allowable, allocable and 

reasonable”.
– Costs are allowable “to the extent they conform to 

the established policies of the institution, are 
consistently applied”.

– Section J. 10: “Compensation for personal 
services”



Other effort regulations:
OMB Circular A-110

OMB Circular A-110 Section 25 
Uniform Administrative Requirements for Grants and Agreements With 
Institutions of Higher Education, Hospitals, and Other Non-Profit Organizations

Requires notification to funder when PI has no effort for 3 months or has reduced 
proposed effort by 25%.

http:www.whitehouse.gov/omb/circulars_a110



Compensation for Personal Services
How accurate should it be?

• “,… in an academic setting, teaching, research, 
service, and administration are often 
inextricably intermingled. A precise 
assessment of factors that contribute to costs 
is not always feasible, nor is it expected. 
Reliance, therefore, is placed on estimates in 
which a degree of tolerance is appropriate.”



Significant changes in actual effort  vs. 
budgeted effort?

• What is a Significant Change?
• No precise definition in A-21 – NIH has the 

only written description of ‘significant change’ 
in proposed and actual effort.

• Determination should be made by the 
employee or the individual who certifies the 
effort report.



What should the employee do if the 
payroll percentages do not 

reasonably represent effort?
• “Reasonable” is defined by NIH as no more than 

+ 5% variance in effort distribution from the 
salary distribution percentages reported.

• If the salary distribution is not a reasonable 
representation of effort, the employee should 
make corrections on the certification form to 
indicate actual effort distribution, and then sign 
the certification statement.

• The employee should keep in mind that total 
effort must always equal 100%



A 21 Section J10 (Continued)

• Time is expressed in terms of percent of total 
activity (“effort”)—not hours

• The effort reporting system must be 
“incorporated into the official records of the 
institution”
– Cannot exist only on personal calendars or as part of 

informal departmental spreadsheets
– Must be formal, but can be based on “subsidiary 

records”



100% effort

• 100 per cent effort is not defined as a single, 
standard number of hours or days per week, 
since it will likely be different for each person 
and may vary during the year. 

• This normally includes all effort expended on 
DSC-compensated sponsored projects, 
administration, teaching, unsponsored 
scholarly activity, and other activity. 



Can I have more than 100% Effort?

• No!
• Some part of your work is teaching, perhaps 

administrative and/or service. One slice of the 
“pie” will be sponsored activities.

• Don’t think 40 hour week.



Can the total effort on the Effort be 
less than or greater than 100%?

No.
The effort percentages on the Effort Certification 
Form must total 100% - neither more or less. 
OMB Circular A-110 requires notification of the 
funding agency if there is no effort for 3 months or 
if effort proposed is reduced by 25%.
A project for equipment or where no salary was 
proposed should still report some effort (2% or 
more?).

http://addison.ra.cwru.edu/research/effort/faq.cfm


Who is subject to Effort Reporting?

• Every individual who devotes effort to 
sponsored activities, whether this effort is 
paid or unpaid.

• Those who certify effort through time cards 
are not required to sign effort forms.

http://addison.ra.cwru.edu/research/effort/faq.cfm


Who should sign the form?

• Every individual who devotes effort to 
sponsored activities, whether this effort is 
paid or unpaid.

• Those who certify effort through time cards 
are not required to sign effort forms.



Effort Percentage a function of 
Institutional Base Salary (IBS)

• “(IBS is) …the annual compensation that the applicant organization 
pays for an employee’s appointment whether that individual’s time 
is spent on research, teaching, administration, service or other 
activities”.

• May NOT be increased as a result of replacing institutional salary 
funds with grant funds

• IBS EXCLUDES:  Overload: Effort Certification does not include 
effort for which the employee receives compensation directly from 
another entity (e.g., outside consulting work) or incidental work for 
which supplemental compensation (i.e., extra state/overload 
compensation) is paid.



What are allowable salary rates for 
faculty members?

– “Charges for work performed on sponsored 
agreements by faculty members during the 
academic year will be based on the individual 
faculty member’s regular compensation 
(Institutional Base Salary)….

– “In no event will charges to sponsored 
agreements exceed the proportionate share of 
the base salary for that period…”

• (Grant funded salary is not a bonus on top of 
the regular salary).



Salary rates for faculty members 
(Is consulting on campus OK?)

• “Since intra-university consulting is assumed to 
be undertaken as a university obligation requiring 
no compensation in addition to full time base 
salary, the principle also applies to faculty 
members who function as consultants or 
otherwise contribute to a sponsored agreement 
conducted by another faculty member of the 
same institution….”

• Exception: Consulting work is across 
departmental lines and/or at a “distant and 
remote location”.



J.10.d.(2) Faculty: 
Periods outside the academic year

– “Work performed during summer months will be 
paid a rate not in excess of the base salary divided 
by the period to which the base salary relates”.

– NSF requires no more than 2 months effort. 
– Most institutions would allow no more than 2.5 

summer months (including donated time) to be 
charged to a grant.

– Work must take place during the summer.



Administrative and Clerical Salaries?

“The salaries of administrative and clerical staff should 
normally be treated as Facilities & Administrative (“F&A”) 
costs. 

Direct charging of these costs may be appropriate where 
a major project or activity explicitly budgets for 
administrative or clerical services and individuals involved 
can be specifically identified with the project or activity. 
‘Major project’ is defined as a project that requires an 
extensive amount of administrative or clerical support, 
which is significantly greater than the routine level of 
such services provided by academic departments.”



Administrative and Clerical Salaries
Where Exceptions Are Permissible

• Exceptions: ( Exhibit C of A-21)
• Provided below are examples illustrative of 

circumstances where direct charging the salaries of 
administrative or clerical staff may be appropriate. 

• Trio projects (for example) where clerical salaries are 
approved by the funder.

• Large projects that entail assembling and managing teams 
of investigators from a number of institutions.

• Projects which involve data accumulation, analysis and 
entry, surveying, tabulation, cataloging, searching 
literature, and reporting…. 

• Projects that require making travel and meeting 
arrangements for large numbers of participants,…



Clerical Salary Exceptions
(continued)

• Projects whose principal focus is the preparation and 
production of manuals and large reports, books, and 
monographs (excluding routine progress and technical 
reports). 

• Projects that are geographically inaccessible to normal 
departmental administrative services…

• A-21 Exhibit C does not provide “an exhaustive list” of 
types of projects where clerical salaries are allowable.

•
But still may not exceed institutional base salary and 
must be a part of the 100% effort.



Administrative Salaries

• The work of Deans, Vice-Presidents and other 
administrators is in the Facilities and 
Administrative (F&A – aka indirect) ‘cost pool’.

• Be careful about charging salary and F&A 
costs for administrators. F&A charges for 
administrators could be a “double dip”.



How often are Effort Certification 
Forms completed?

• For departments within the college that 
provide faculty with 12-month appointments, 
Effort Certification Forms are completed semi-
annually, based on the fiscal year. 

• The Form for the period from July 1 to 
December 31 is completed in January of every 
year. The Form for the period of January 1 
through June 30 is completed in July of every 
year.  

http://addison.ra.cwru.edu/research/effort/faq.cfm


How often are Effort Certification 
Forms completed? (continued)

• For units that provide faculty with academic 
year (or 9-month appointments), Effort 
Certification Forms are completed three times 
a year, i.e., in the month following the end of 
fall semester, in the month following the end 
of spring semester, and in the month following 
the end of summer semester. 

• (Plan Confirmation system described in A-21)

http://addison.ra.cwru.edu/research/effort/faq.cfm


Percentages are not accurate? What 
now?

• In the event the proportion of the effort on the 
sponsored project significantly exceeds the proportion 
of payroll charged to the sponsored project account, no 
change in the charges to the sponsored project are 
generally required.

• If the individual’s actual effort is significantly less than 
the proportion of his/her compensation that is charged 
to the sponsored project, reduction of the personnel 
costs charged to the sponsored project account during 
the reporting period will likely be necessary.



Certification of the form

• When a person signs they are certifying to 
this statement:

• “I certify that I have reasonable means of 
verifying the activities performed by the above 
mentioned employee and that the distribution 
for effort represents a reasonable estimate of 
the actual work performed by the employee 
during the period covered by this report.”

• Amended forms are bright red flags. 



“Suitable means of verification”…?

• The individual should have some 
documentation of how the time was spent.

• -Documentation could be in the form of a 
calendar, project reports, time cards

• *In the NSF effort audit at the University of 
Pennsylvania (2006), business managers were 
certifying effort for employees they did not 
directly supervise and for whom they did not 
have a suitable means of verifying the effort.



What are the potential consequences of 
inaccurate or non-timely effort certification?

• Inaccurate or fraudulent reports may give rise to 
a False Claims Act (31 U.S.C. § 3729 et seq.) 
lawsuit. 

• Undesirable publicity
• Misconception that small schools escape audits: 

See example of Fort Valley State in GA. (3500 
students). “There were no allegations of criminal 
activity but clearly a lack of control in record 
keeping,” said Board of Regents spokesman John 
Millsaps of Fort Valley quoted in Science, January, 
2010. Paid $500,000 to NSF.



Record retention

(Office of Management & Budget Circular A-110)
“Financial records, supporting documents, 
statistical records, and all other records pertinent to 
an award shall be retained for a period of three 
years from the date of submission of the final 
expenditure report…”

• If any litigation, claim, or audit is started before 
the expiration of the 3-year period, the records 
shall be retained until all litigation, claims or audit 
findings involving the records have been resolved 
and final action taken. 



Areas of Risk
• Inspector General Offices of NSF and NIH report the following risks 

related to effort:
• Failure to distribute and collect effort reporting forms
• Lack of understanding of effort reporting regulations by 

investigators and administrators 
• Failure to reconcile effort report data with salary charges
• Effort reports are signed by individuals with insufficient knowledge 

of the work performed
• Failure to include all institutional effort in the effort percentage 

allocation
• Faculty salaries charged 100% to sponsored projects.
• Failure to account for unfunded effort (cost share).
• Failure to document and report significant changes in effort
• Misunderstanding of effort report form requirements


