Time and Effort – A Primer

Oklahoma State University has sponsored program expenditures in excess of $100 million annually. A large part of those expenditures are funded by various agencies of the Federal government. The acceptance of federally sponsored dollars requires the University to meet certain conditions. One condition is the certification of effort performed while working on a grant or contract. 
This guide provides an overview of effort reporting, including an explanation of why such a process is necessary and the minimum requirements for the process. 

The federal government requires an effort report when a Faculty Member, Researcher, or Staff Member is compensated by or has agreed to contribute time to a sponsored project. All faculty who serve as principal investigators on sponsored agreements are personally responsible to certify the amount of effort that they and any other employees under their direction spent on sponsored activities. 

Currently, the University is able to meet the effort reporting requirement through time records maintained by those participating on sponsored projects. Those records are created by the principal investigator and maintained in a manner determined by the college/department of the researcher in keeping with OSU policy and federal requirements. The University is in the process of developing a centralized effort reporting system to be used by all individuals who work on research grants and contracts in an effort to streamline the process and to promote increased accuracy, accountability, and compliance with federal regulations. 
What is Effort Reporting?
Effort is defined as the amount of time spent on a particular activity. It includes the time spent working on a sponsored project in which salary is directly charged or contributed (cost-shared effort). The effort report must account for all effort for which the University compensates the individual. Even where the number of hours of effort the individual expends each week substantially exceeds the "normal" workweek of 40 hours, effort percentages must be based on total effort, not hours.   The total of the individual’s effort percentages reported on the effort report must equal 100%.
Effort distributions should be reasonable estimates of activities, recognizing that research, instruction, and other university activities are often inextricably intertwined and estimates will be necessary in most cases. Individual effort is expressed as a percentage of the total amount of time spent on work-related activities (instruction, research, outreach, administration, etc.) for which the University compensates an individual.
Effort and payroll distributions are not the same thing. The effort reporting process is a method for certifying charges made to sponsored awards and for certifying that the effort expended is at least equal to the salary paid.  Payroll distributions are used initially as a proxy for effort distributions and serve as a convenient reminder about activities on which the individual worked.  Therefore, the payroll-based effort report form should be adjusted to report effort distributions that are less than the shown payroll distributions. Appropriate salary reallocations must be made in concert with the changed effort report.

Effort reporting is the required method certifying to the sponsoring agencies that the effort charged or cost shared to each project has actually been performed. The effort report must be certified by the individual whose effort is being reported or by a responsible person with access to verifiable information on how the individual's effort was expended. 
Federal requirements regarding Effort Reporting 

The Office of Management and Budget's (OMB) Uniform Guidance (UG) defines what costs are allowable and allocable to federal grants and other "assistance" agreements. It sets forth criteria for acceptable methods of charging salaries and wages to federally sponsored projects. UG requires a payroll distribution system that directly charges salaries to appropriate projects. 

In addition, requires that institutions develop processes to determine or confirm how individuals actually expend effort during a specified time period. These effort reports must be performed on a regular schedule and must be certified by individuals who have first-hand knowledge of 100 percent of the employee's compensated activities. In most cases, that would be the employee or the employee's direct supervisor. 

Frequently Asked Questions
I have a non-traditional work week, how do I account for my effort?
A 40 hour/week IS NOT the definition of 100% effort from which percentage of research effort is certified. 

Under federal regulations on effort reporting, 100% effort is an employee’s total hours actually spent on work within the scope of his or her employment regardless of how many or how few hours an employee works and regardless of the percent FTE listed on the appointment. Effort certification must reflect actual work performed and cannot be budget driven. 

Does travel factor into my effort reporting?
Just as an employee’s total effort is not defined by regular business hours of the employer or by the percent FTE of the appointment, research effort does not necessarily take place only in the research facility/lab or only on university premises. Research effort can occur at home, at a conference or in off-site research-related meetings, etc. Remember that if these types of hours are included in calculating research effort, they must also be included in the calculation of total effort. 

What if I have questions related to effort certification? 
       For technical questions about effort certification processes contact the research administration in your     college or department. Or, you may contact Grants and Contracts Financial Administration.
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