Accountability: Restoring the
Quality of the Partnership

A Report from the National Commission on Research

In October 1978, the independent Na-
tional Commission. on Research (/) be-
gan to review the problems of the gov-
ernment-university research relationship
and to recommend improvemerts. The,
central issue of difficulty in this relation-
ship is accountability. The public wants
to be assured that the best research is
produced and that public moneys are not
wasted. The government wants to attain
its program objectives and fulfill its stew-
ardship responsibilities. The universities
want to conduct research well, avoid di-
version of resources to meet unneces-
sary administrative requirements, and
protect the integrity of their operations.
Both the universities and the govern-
ment seek to maintain public confidence
in their activities. The specific problems
of the government include concerns over
stewardship, criticism for intrusion, the

resource allocation process, avoiding di- -

version of federal programs to general
university support, and loss of public
confidence. Specific problems for the
universities include criticism for poor
management, reduction of level of re-
search, restrictions on flexibility, and,
again, the loss of public confidence.

In this study on accountability (2) we
received views from government and
university officials, as well as interested
parties in industry and private organiza-
tions. The commission members and a
small staff also reviewed previous stud-
ies by the government, private commis-
sions, and independent commissions and
associations (3-8). We analyzed two
principal forms of accountability: finan-
cial and administrative accountability,
which focuses on evidence of financial
propriety and regularity and compliance
with administrative requirements; and
scientific accountability, which focuses
on achievement of results or progress to-
ward objectives. Because most federally
funded research is in fields of science,
the term scientific accountability as it is
used here includes research efforts in the
social sciences and in the humanities.

Financial and administrative account-
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ability has the goal of assuring that funds
are spent within the terms of the re-
search agreement, without diversion,
fraud, or waste. It is implemented
through expectations and requirements
of the sponsor, incentives and reporting,
checks and balances in the operating sys-
tems of both parties to the research
agreement, and subsequent reviews of
expenditures and operations.

Scientific accountability is largely self-
enforcing without government inter-
action. In the research community, peers
play a major role .in deciding what work
will be supported, who shall carry out
the work, and what is significant. Re-
searchers also file technical reports on
their activity with agency sponsors.
Such reports are critical in the review of
proposals for further support. In some
areas, researchers’ accountability to the
public takes place through public partici-
pation in their activity and through lay
membership on committees responsible
for the planning and oversight of re-
search.

Areas of Concern

Government audits of university activ-
ities have repeatedly cited documenta-
tion practices that auditors find in-
adequate. Government officials also con-
tend that universities are inordinately
slow in improving their financial manage-
ment systems and that federal funds are
sometimes diverted from one project to
another or to unsponsored activities. Re-
cent reports of the Inspector General of
the Department of Health, Education,
and Welfare (9) and of the General Ac-
counting Office (GAO) (10, 11) have de-
tailed these difficulties. Although an au-
dit finding does not necessarily mean a
final disallowance after the subsequent
steps of audit resolution are completed,
the size and proportion of these diffi-
culties indicate a lack of agreement
about appropriate documentation stan-
dards.
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The universities contend that fraud
and abuses are rare, without condoning
their occasional occurrence. The univer-
sities point to an escalation of documen-
tation standards that are unacceptable,
and oppose their retroactive imposition.
The universities chafe at what they be-
lieve to be an overemphasis on account-
ing precision which is meaningless. They
believe it falsely engenders security. In-
creasing indirect cost rates are a concern
to many, while university central admin-
istration officials lament spiraling energy
costs and escalating administrative re-
quirements which cause such increases.

Origins of the Problems

The origins of the problems are deep-
seated. They include process and organi-
zational differences between universities
and the government, as well as dif-
ferences between university operations
and private enterprise, where the appli-
cation of fiscal and administrative ac-
countability tools was principally devel-
oped. The character of research activity
does not align with existing practice for
measuring researchers’ efforts, and it is
unrealistic to expect institutions that are
highly diverse to meet a uniform federal
standard. The dominant research sup-
port distribution system of project grants
is highly commendable, but does not fit
the ongoing way that research is con-
ducted: finite periods of support do not
relate to the continuous nature of re-
search inquiries. Further problems arise
from the competition for scarce funds,
which makes proposals increasingly spe-
cific, notwithstanding the great uncer-
tainty of the research process. Rising in-
direct costs and the revision of federal
principles that govern their reimburse-
ment (/2) leave many problems un-
solved. These continuing disagreements
derive primarily from the erosion of a
mutual but largely unwritten understand-
ing of the basic nature of the govern-
ment-university relationship in support
of research. Until this understanding is
repaired, efforts to agree on a set of ap-
propriate cost principles are futile.

Our review of the evidence indicated
that, although certain areas could merit
further study, a rigorous analytical ap-
proach would be expensive and unlikely
to yield isolated causes or universally ac-
cepted conclusions. We believe that ad-
justments to provide significant improve-
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ments in the relationship can be made
without awaiting further study, and here
summarize our conclusions and suggest
a new set of operational principles. On
the basis of these conclusions we have
made a number of recommendations to
improve the government-university rela-
tionship for research.

Conclusions About Accountability

Seven conclusions were reached as a
result of this accountability study.

1) The research universities and the
government are not working together as
well as they should. Their relationship
has been strained by accusation and dis-
trust, affecting the atmosphere in which
research is being done. The quality of the
relationship must be restored.

2) The renewal of the university-gov-
ernment relationship should be based on
principles and objectives that both part-
ners understand and accept.

3) Because of the diversity of activities
undertaken within the relationship, and
the diversity of the institutions and spon-
soring agencies undertaking them, the
activities must be governed primarily by
mutually adopted principles, standards,
or objectives, not by detailed procedural
requirements.

4) The management and accountability
procedures employed by the university
and its research investigators must be
consistent with both the terms of the spe-
cific research agreement and the aca-
demic environment. The nature and ex-
tent of federal constraints and in-
volvement must also be tailored to the
type of activity.

5) Academic institutions must regulate
themselves more effectively, and the
government must reduce its imposition
of regulations to only those which are es-
sential.

6) An atmosphere of flexibility within
an environment of reasonably stable fis-
cal support is essential for research to
flourish.

7) The government and the university
must recognize that current management
technology is inadequate for some of the
problems involved in accountability for
research in academic settings.

Operational Principles

We suggest that the following prin-
ciples should underlie the conduct and
support of research carried out by uni-
versities with federal support. They must
be recognized and understood by each
partner if the relationship is to be ef-
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fective. They are divided into principles
for the universities and principles for the
government. The fundamental principles
for the research universities are: (i) The
pursuit of new knowledge is one of the
principal functions of a research univer-
sity. (ii) Freedom is essential to inquiry.
(iii) Research and teaching are in-
separable. (iv) Diversity among research
universities is a source of strength for the
nation’s research program. The funda-
mental principles for the federal govern-
ment are: (i) Government supports re-
search in the national interest. (ii) Public
support demands public accountability.
(iii) The government in the United States
consists of federated organizations.

From these principles we developed
the following objectives to serve as a
guide for the government-university rela-
tionship.

1) To. maintain, strengthen, and sup-
port the competitive processes by which
we try to assure integrity, objectivity,
and excellence in the pursuit of knowl-
edge. These include fair and courageous
use of review processes, full scientific
accountability in the selection of re-
search directions and programs to be
pursued and supported, and critical eval-
uation and dissemination of research re-
sults.

2) To develop and strengthen the insti-
tutional and the human resources that
will ensure progress in research; and to
attend especially to the responsibility for
educating new generations of scientists
and scholars.

3) To provide for the productive in-
tegration of instruction and research, for
the benefit of both and the society they
serve.

4) To support and accommodate diver-
sity in both government and the research
universities, for the sake of the strengths
their diversity brings.

5) To improve the associations be-
tween the government and universities,
to make them both stable and supple.

6) To achieve informed general recog-
nition of both the necessity for adequate
accountability and the primary measure
of accountability, namely value received
for investment.

7) To make joint efforts to find produc-
tive and nonintrusive ways of providing
accountability.

8) To recognize that both government
and universities have other con-
stituencies whose needs have to be bal-
anced along with those arising from their
association in research.

9) To recognize that both government
and the universities should share equi-
tably the responsibility of supporting the
nation’s research enterprise, each in its

own way, using its resources prudently.

10) To establish and maintain the na-
tion’s research capability at the highest
level, capable, if need be, of responding
to a national emergency.

Recommendations

The commission made the following
recommendations.

1) Overcoming suspicion. Research
universities and the government should
make vigorous, concerted efforts to
overcome the mutual suspicions, igno-
rance, and misunderstandings which
strain their relationship and weaken the
nation’s research enterprise. Under the
present system, neither the government
nor the universities assure that their
people understand properly the com-
plexities of the relationshp. It is there-
fore suggested that: (i) Federal officials,
university presidents, and other officers
responsible for the research enterprise
need to examine together the fundamen-
tal principles and issues of the govern-
ment-university research relationship
and the system in which it operates. (ii)
The government and the university
should each provide basic information
about the government-university rela-
tionship to all new personnel responsible
for research support and management,
including faculty. (iii) Both government
agencies and universities should provide
continuing education in research pro-
gram management for their staffs and
faculties. (iv) Faculty researchers should
be kept informed about federal develop-
ments relevant to research performance
and management. (v) Educational and
research  management  associations
should explore ways to bring fundamen-
tal issues in federal-university research
relations into public forums for construc-
tive discussion and debate. These should
include Congress, the press, and national
public radio and television.

2) Tailoring accountability to the na-
ture of the sponsored activity. Research
universities and the government should
develop a new system for accountability
tailored to the nature of the activity
being sponsored and based on a set of
minimum core requirements applicable
to all research agreements. The core re-
quirements would be sufficient for all
basic research and for some applied re-
search; further requirements would be
added only for activities of a pronounced
procurement character.

Federally sponsored research in uni-
versities covers a wide range of activi-
ties. This includes generation of new
knowledge in a general discipline or
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group of disciplines; research in a specif-
ic area targeted on federal objectives; de-
velopment, testing, and demonstration;
and manufacture or service character-
ized by provision of a specific product.
The government-university relationship
for these activities varies from a support
(or assistance) mode to a procurement
mode, but all the activities are currently
burdened with a set of financial account-
ability requirements appropriate for pro-
curement of specific deliverable items.
Much of the university-based research
does not need the hard edge of the pro-
curement policies and will never be ame-
nable to such requirements.

The Grants and Cooperative Agree-
ments Act (Public Law 95-224) could be
one starting point for evolving a better
system for federal research support. In
implementing the act it will be important
not to overlook the influence of long-es-
tablished agency attitudes and traditions
about the type of agreement the agency
uses to support research (13).

The system of accountability that we
propose would contain core require-
ments sufficient to avoid fraud and diver-
sion from the purpose of the activity,
broadly defined. These core require-
ments, which would be applicable to all
research universities, would be in the
form of principles or standards rather
than specific procedures, thus allowing
for the diversity of the universities’ or-
ganizational structures and accounting
systems. These core requirements would
be the only requirements for basic re-
search and some applied research,
whether or not the work were under-
taken in support of a specific federal mis-
sion. Additional sets of requirements
would be coupled with the core require-
ments when closer government oversight
of scientific or fiscal matters was consist-
ent with the nature of the activities and
agreement.

We recommend developing a very lim-
ited number of such additional sets of re-
quirements, with the requirements being
selected according to the nature of the
activity, not the title of the agreement
(grant, cooperative agreement, or con-
tract) or other kinds of labels such as
basic research, applied research, or mis-
sion-oriented research.

3) Revising federal cost and manage-
ment principles. The Office of Manage-
ment and Budget (OMB), in consultation
with the federal agencies which sponsor
research and the universities, should re-
vise the federal cost principles (9) and
the federal management principles (11)
as soon as possible, but certainly within
3 to 5 years. The revision should ensure
that these guidelines for financial and ad-
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ministrative accountability (i) incorpo-
rate features that not only control against
abuse but also facilitate and encourage
effective management, (ii) are fully con-
sistent with the nature of the research
process, (iii) take into account the aca-
demic environment in which they must
operate, and (iv) are based on better mu-
tual understanding of the purposes of the
government-university research relation-
ship.

The cost and management principles
outlined in OMB circulars A-21 (I2) and
A-110 (I4) do not provide the optimal
principles for federally sponsored re-
search agreements with universities.
Whereas some government representa-
tives believe the principles provide in-
appropriate latitude and inadequate con-
trol against waste or abuse, university
representatives believe they incorporate
requirements that are unproductive, in-
trusive, and counterproductive, or out of
proportion to the risk of federal funds.
The commission believes that these dif-
ferences arise because the principles im-
perfectly accommodate the nature of the
government, the nature of the universi-
ties, and the nature of the activity in-
volved, and because there are significant
differences in expectations regarding the
purposes of the government-university
research relationship. _

4) Reviewing of draft and audit findings,
and linking the technical review and fi-
nancial audit. The OMB should, as a
minimum, institute new procedures to al-
low an opportunity for research funding
agencies to comment on draft audit find-
ings covering their university projects.
This arrangement would be roughly par-
allel with current practices involving
draft GAO management audit reports,
and would provide relevant information
for the audit agency. As an optimum,
agency program officers should supple-
ment their review of final scientific re-
ports with advisory observations con-
cerning the reasonableness, from a re-
search standpoint, of the expenditures
for personnel. The records of sponsoring
agencies would subsequently be useful
for the independent financial audits. This
would link the technical review and the
financial audit, an important linkage now
missing.

A major cause of stress in the govern-
ment-university research relationship is
the extent to which auditing and research
program management are separated.
Better arrangements are therefore
needed that would narrow the separation
without either compromising the inde-
pendence of the audit or subordinating
research management responsibility to
the fiscal audit.

Federal agency program officers
should accept responsibility, in the
course of their appraisal of progress of
final scientific reports by investigators,
for documenting their views on the rea-
sonableness of deviations from originally
planned research protocols, and ex-
penditures for personnel. Independent
postaudits, which normally occur long
after the completion of the project,
would take all such information into ac-
count. In this way, the auditor would
have the benefit of both the program-
matic appraisal of the investigator’s
work and a timely judgment by the tech-
nical officers as to the context of applied
effort and variances from proposed re-
search patterns. Because such a review
would be costly and might not be feasible
with current program officer staffing,
new procedures should be introduced to
provide for research funding agencies to
comment on draft audit findings covering
university projects they have sponsored.
Thus at least some input from those best
able to determine scientific account-
ability would be made available for use
in the ultimate audit resolution.

5) Institute self-regulatory methods. A
simpler and less costly method of effort
reporting based on responsible self-regu-
lation should be instituted. Thus the gov-
ernment should accept certifications by
individual investigators that direct salary
charges to their research agreements are
reasonable and fair, provided that each
certification is accompanied by the fed-
eral program officer’s review of the rea-
sonableness of these expenditures for
the work undertaken. There are recur-
ring disagreements about documentation
for salaries and wages charged to feder-
ally sponsored agreements. The govern-
ment standard has been the industrial
model of frequent time or effort reporting
on an after-the-fact basis. As the magni-
tude of funds involved has increased, the
government has sought more compre-
hensive and more detailed reports. Al-
though the new federal cost principles
(OMB circular A-21) state that ‘‘rea-
sonable accurate approximations’’ are
sought, they require documentation of
any apparent change in effort distribu-
tion, whether or not that change is signif-
icant. Universities, however, operate on
a work assignment basis. Hours worked
or effort expended are not used as per-
formance measures for professorial or
professional personnel. There is not, nor
should there be, a standard work week
for these individuals. The activity of pro-
fessional personnel in universities has a
complex, multipurpose, joint product
character. The level of precision sought
by the federal reporting requirements ex-
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ceeds what can honestly and usefully be
accomplished.

The new method instituted should
both fit the nature of the research organi-
zations and provide accountability for
public funds. To this end, there should
be a new approach for documentation of
direct salary charges. In lieu of effort re-
porting, the documentation would con-
sist simply of (i) reports by the university
of the salaries charged to the sponsored
agreement; (i) explicit certification by
the investigator that the direct ex-
penditures for salaries and wages are fair
in terms of the research agreement; and
(iii) assessment by the federal program
officer of the reasonableness of these ex-
penditures for the work undertaken. The
program officer’s acceptance of the rea-
sonableness of these expenditures would
constitute the formal determination of
their allowability. Periodic audit of the
institution’s payroll system would be un-
dertaken by federal auditors or inde-
pendent auditors to assure that the sys-
tem had adequate controls against fraud.
This approach would reflect the actual
work assignment process, use informa-
tion from those most knowledgeable,
provide for checks and balances within
the institution, and provide for indepen-
dent audit of the payroll system.

6) Allowing for a percentage of in-
direct costs. Government agencies and
universities should jointly construct an
option, analogous to the ‘‘standard de-
duction” in income tax calculation, to
charge activity which is treated as in-
direct costs under sponsored agree-
ments. The fixed percentage would be
negotiated. It might either be uniform or
vary from institution to institution. Some
universities would not receive full credit
for their allowable indirect costs. How-
ever, accountability would be fully
served and both government and univer-
sities would reduce the burden of de-
tailed accounting and audit.

Faculty effort devoted to. activities
charged as indirect costs, such as depart-
mental administration and research ad-
ministration, is especially difficult to
document. This is because this effort
tends to be a relatively small percentage
of an individual’s total assignment, it is
usually intermittent, and it may fluctuate
throughout the year. However, the annu-
al and institutional aggregate of such fac-
ulty effort is sizeable.

The current and revised cost prin-
ciples already provide an option for
“‘small”’ institutions. The commission
recommends the introduction of another
option by which institutions could elect a
modest fixed percentage recovery for the
indirect cost component for faculty ad-
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ministrative work allocable to organized
research. This fixed percentage charge
would be used in lieu of full recovery
based on full documentation and would
allow some simplification of the present
burdensome documentation require-
ments.

When coupled with the simplified ap-
proach for documenting salaries charged
as direct costs (see recommendation 5),
the “‘standard deduction’ option would
provide good accountability. It would
use methods more appropriate to the re-
search environment and less costly for
both the government and the universi-
ties.

7) Reviewing of financial management
systems. University presidents should
review their financial management sys-
tems. Universities should invest suf-
ficient resources to ensure adequate con-
trol and accounting for the expenditure
of research funds. These systems must
provide timely and accurate financial in-
formation necessary for effective re-
search management by research investi-
gators. In turn, research investigators
must meet the responsibilities and obli-
gations that accompany their use of pub-
lic funds.

This recommendation may be stating
the obvious. Some universities have not
adequately adapted their financial man-
agement systems to accommodate all the
special requirements imposed by the use
of public funds. One aspect that is most
often addressed inadequately is the fact
that timely and accurate financial infor-
mation is necessary to university re-
searchers for prudent management of re-
search programs. Without such informa-
tion other accountability problems inevi-
tably follow.

In universities the individual research-
er has the primary operational responsi-
bility for both the scientific -and fiscal
project management of federally spon-
sored research. The universities must
ensure that their researchers recognize
and meet this responsibility and there-
fore must provide them with the manage-
ment information they need to do so; for
example, current expenditure and cost
encumbrance information. Most univer-

sities have tried to shield their research-

ers as much as possible from the burdens
of administrative work. A new balance
must be struck to promote more in-
formed and effective collaboration be-
tween researchers and administrators in
universities. This will be fostered by im-
proved federal accountability require-
ments that are productive and appropri-
ate to the research process.

8) Providing flexibility in fund man-
agement. The government and universi-

ties should develop revised financial and
scientific accountability processes that
increase the flexibility and incentives for
investigators to manage research funds
in a scientifically prudent manner. Im-
proved accountability for public funds
will not emerge from imposition of tight-
er controls no matter how rigorously
they are enforced. The present rules
erect artificial and unnecessary barriers
to resource sharing, economy measures,
and rebudgeting to respond to research
or management opportunities.

The approaches taken by National In-
stitutes of Health (NIH) in delegating
certain prior approval authority to grant-
ee institutions and more recently by’
the National Science Foundation (NSF)
in its experiment in postaward ad-
ministration should be expanded in
scope and adopted by other agencies.
Recommendations 9 through 11 sug-
gest how these objectives can be ac-
complished.

Some institutions are overly cautious
in their responses to federal require-
ments, while others must contend with
state regulations that are complex and
may also conflict with the federal regula-
tions. The result can be institutional in-
terference with research not required by
federal provisions. Thus all institutions
should examine the necessity of their
own restraints on the flexibility of the in-
vestigator.

9) Delegating authority to the univer-
sities. Agencies should delegate to the
universities more authority to make bud-
geting and management decisions under
sponsored agreements. During the peri-
od of a sponsored agreement, changes in
the original budget or management plans
may become necessary. For most
agencies, certain changes require the
written prior approval of the agency.
Such approval is almost always forth-
coming, but the approval process in-
troduces delays and paperwork. Delega-
tion of the authority to give prior approv-
al to an institutional prior approval sys-
tem (as NIH and NSF have done for
certain changes) makes the university re-
sponsible for enforcing the government
requirements using the government’s cri-
teria for making the decision. Such dele-
gation places the responsibility in the
hands of those who have the information
for prudent judgments and reduces both
paperwork and delays in obtaining deci-
sions.

The key elements in an institutional
prior approval system are: (i) Local deci-
sion-making structures tailored to the
particular institution and designed to
preclude conflict of interest. (ii) Accredi-
tation of an individual institution’s prior
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approval system by a single federal agen-
cy. (iii) Delegation of the same decision
items by all participating agencies. (iv)
Reservation by the government of prior
approval authority for change in project
director, significant change in project di-
rector’s level of effort, significant change
in scope of work, or change in the insti-
tutional prior approval system itself.
These reservations, together with overall
cost limitations, protect agency control
over major budget elements, such as
large equipment acquisitions. (v) Docu-
mentation of decisions made within the
institutional prior approval system. (vi)
Provision of information about delegated
decisions to the funding agency program
manager. (vii) Periodic audit of the insti-
tution’s compliance with the charter of
its accredited prior approval system.

Widespread use of institutional prior
approval systems will increase the pro-
ductivity of government research funds
and will reduce the administrative work
of sponsoring agencies. Such an ap-
proach would not be new. The NIH sys-
tem of limited delegation of prior approv-
al authority has operated successfully for
about 15 years. The current NSF experi-
ment with greater delegation has been
judged highly successful in its prelimi-
nary evaluation. Thus the commission is
recommending the expansion of a con-
cept that has already been tried. Wide-
spread and successful operation of such
systems should lead to expanded respon-
sibility and flexibility for the universities,
with greater accountability and cost sav-
ings for both parties.

10) Aggregating research projects.
Congress should authorize arrangements
for aggregating individual research proj-
ects for administrative purposes. Related
research programs funded under sever-
al agreements or by several federal
agencies need arrangements for post-
award aggregation of their administra-
tion. This would also streamline the ad-
ministration of multiple awards from the
same agency to investigators in a single
department or other university unit. The
narrow focus of many individual re-
search agreements has introduced un-
necessary barriers to good management
and has created cost transfer problems.
Aggregation for postaward administra-
tion would (i) facilitate effective use of
funds by reducing the necessity of cost
transfers among related projects; (ii) al-
low efficient pooling of resources; (iii)
eliminate the pressure for end-of-year
spending associated with 1-year contin-
uing grants; and (iv) simplify effort re-
porting for individuals whose projects
are contained. within the aggregate.

Aggregated awards would allow for
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both scientific and financial account-
ability. Aggregation would not jeopar-
dize the control by the individual investi-
gator because the project director must
approve movement of funds from his
project within the aggregate. Scientific
reporting would be done as it is now,
with each investigator responsible for re-
porting to the sponsoring agency on each
award received. The integrity of con-
gressional authorizations and appropria-
tions is carefully maintained, because ag-
gregation occurs after the funds are
awarded and all reporting is maintained
on a project basis.

The administrative efficiencies of ag-
gregated arrangements would benefit in-
vestigators, universities, and the govern-
ment. The strong incentives investiga-
tors have for controlling the resources
they have developed, and the institution-
al authorized prior approval system (de-
scribed in recommendation 9) provide
the checks and balances necessary for
ensuring that the sponsoring agency’s in-
tent is preserved. Some efforts toward
aggregation are already being made,
for example, mechanisms provided by
the Joint Funding Simplification Act,
and the recent NSF Master Grant Ex-
periment with selected chemistry de-
partments.

11) Eliminating constraints on timing.
Government agencies should improve
the management of research funds by
eliminating unnecessary constraints on
the timing of expenditures. Specifically,
institutions should be authorized to ap-
prove preaward expenditures up to 90
days prior to the effective date of awards
and for carry-over of surpluses or defi-
cits to the following contractual period,
at least up to a specified percentage of
the total award for that period. This pro-
vision would facilitate equipment order-
ing and recruitment of personnel for new
projects and would enable continuing
projects to proceed without interruption.
Although provision would entail some
risk management by the universities, be-
cause the awards they anticipate receiv-
ing are sometimes not finally funded, it
would involve no risk or commitment by
the sponsoring agency.

Expenditures incurred prior to the ef-
fective date of an award or beyond its ex-
piration date are not usually allowable.
These restrictions assume that research
can be forced to operate within an annual
cycle. This underestimates both the like-
lihood of uncertainty and the importance
of continuity in the research process.

Project directors should also be per-
mitted to carry over surpluses (or defi-
cits) to the following contractual periods,
at least up to a percentage ceiling. This

provision would eliminate some of the
impetus for cost transfers, reduce in-
efficient expenditure patterns, and re-
duce administrative costs. Limiting car-
ry-overs to a fixed percentage of overall
expenditures would provide safeguards
for the government while allowing
needed flexibility for research.

12) Ensuring sound accountability
practices. Congress, the agencies, and
the universities should ensure that the
processes of accountability themselves
meet the tests of accountability. The pro-
cesses should yield results that justify
their cost. One important application of
this principle would be the elimination of
the documentation now required by leg-
islated cost-sharing on research grants.

The practice of accountability is not
free. The universities and the govern-
ment are both prepared to pay for sound
accountability practices. Where there is
little or no return for the accountability
effort, those accountability requirements
should be set aside. The distinction be-
tween fitting and gratuitous requirements
can be a difficult matter of judgment, in-
volving careful consideration of the bal-
ance between the cost and the benefits of
the requirements.

A clearcut example of a gratuitous re-
quirement is documentation of legisla-
tively mandated cost-sharing in research
grants to universities. Specific documen-
tation of the cost-sharing now required
by statute or regulation for research
grants has virtually no effect on the
amount of research support the institu-
tions provide. The documentation does
impose a costly paperwork burden on
the institutions while exacerbating the
effort reporting problem by adding an-
other category of faculty effort.

Despite recommendations to eliminate
the general cost-sharing requirement by
the Government Procurement Commis-
sion, by the Interagency Task Force
which studied the recommendations of
the Procurement Commission, and by
the Federal Paperwork Commission, the
requirement remains in force. The time
has come to rescind it. ‘

Another example of nonproductive
documentation is provided by the cur-
rent effort reporting methods discussed
under recommendations 5 and 6.

Toward Improvements: An Evolution

In his March 1979 science message
(I5), President Carter called for ‘‘re-
newed attention’’ to the partnership be-
tween universities and the government
for research. Comptroller General Elmer
Staats has acknowledged the strains in
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the partnership and suggested that steps
be taken to ease them (16). Popular me-
dia have presented information on these
problems, some of which has been out of
context and without balance. Congres-
sional committees have received a signif-
icant body of testimony evidencing ad-
ministrative problems of academic re-
searchers caused by government report-
ing requirements (/7).

We believe that what is needed is a
bridging process through which the con-
cerned parties on both sides can see the
relationship as a whole, and guide its
evolution in directions that assure its
strength and vitality. Although we have
not yet settled on a solution, we offer for
discussion the following preliminary sug-
gestion: The creation, as an experiment
for S years, of a new, independent forum
whose purpose would be to watch over
the university-government research rela-
tionship and to guide its evolution.

Such a forum should provide a non-
adversarial setting. Here persons from
the public, Congress, universities, and
the federal agencies would address the
major policy issues and problems in the
research associations between the uni-
versities and the government. They
would derive effective responses in
terms of the objectives of the relation-
ship and its overall role in the national
research enterprise.

Such a forum should not be a debating
society. Nor should it be a substitute for
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the organizations that deal with the day-
to-day problems in the government’s
sponsorship of research in universities.

If convened by a highly respected non-
governmental or quasi-governmental or-
ganization or by a private foundation
with a strong interest in the national re-
search enterprise, perhaps such a forum
could accomplish what present struc-
tures have been unable to do.
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