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Abstract 

 

 This research explores the topic of pre-award research administration involving research 

conducted by United States-based institutions in foreign countries. Preliminary research and 

discussions with subject matter experts suggested that a) both large and small research 

institutions’ international project portfolios have dramatically increased and are projected to 

continue to increase; b) a lack of formal literature and practical guidance on legal and 

compliance-related issues exists; and c) research institutions face significant difficulties in the 

timely and comprehensive management of these issues prior to project commencement, in part as 

a result of the preceding preliminary findings. This project seeks to build on available knowledge 

from established research institutions and gather relevant feedback from relevant professionals in 

the field in order to suggest best practices for the management of pre-award legal and 

compliance issues. Recommendations and prototype tools (e.g. intake survey for researchers, 

organizational flowchart) are provided in support of that aim.  
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BIS   Bureau of Industry & Security 

EAR    Export Administration Regulations 

FBAR   Report of Foreign Bank and Financial Accounts  

FRE   Fundamental Research Exclusion 

IRB   Institutional Review Board 

IRS   Internal Revenue Service 

ITAR   International Traffic in Arms Regulations 

IURV   International University Research Venture 

LLC   Limited Liability Company 

NACUA  National Association of College and University Attorneys 

NCURA   National Council of University Research Administrators 

OFAC   Office of Foreign Assets Control 

PI   Principal Investigator 

SDN    Specially Designated Nationals 

SRA   Society of Research Administrators International 
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Glossary 

 

Commerce Control List A list of items for which overseas shipment is heavily regulated, 
and for which licenses must typically be procured prior to 
shipment, maintained by the Bureau of Industry and Security under 
the United States Department of Commerce. 

Export Control Regulatory regimes that govern the shipment and transmission of 
physical items, data, and/or knowledge outside of the United 
States, or the sharing of controlled items with foreign nationals 
within the United States. 

Host Nation A nation in which international research projects are conducted. 

Memorandum of  Informal document created between two parties seeking to 
Understanding establish a shared interest in a project, and setting forth general 

elements of cooperation on said project, typically as a precursor to 
a formal contract. 

Permanent Establishment An entity that is legally considered to have established a permanent 
presence in a host nation and is thus subject to all laws, taxes, and 
other requirements pursuant to its status.  

Pre-Award Stage of research administration occurring prior to the formal 
commencement of research activities, or before a formal 
agreement is in place between a research institution and the 
research sponsor. 

REDCap Software designed to gather and store data for research purposes 
via user-designed surveys. 

Research Administration  Professional field servicing research communities in any number 
of relevant areas including, but not limited to, finance, contracting, 
compliance, and law. 

Research Compliance Professional field ensuring that research activities are conducted 
according to applicable federal regulations and institutional policy, 
and that misconduct or other non-compliance is effectively 
mitigated or remediated. 

Sponsored Programs Research programs undertaken by a research institution with 
funding, guidance, resources, and/or other support from a research 
sponsor (e.g. government agency, commercial entity). 



Subaward The delegation of certain activities specified in the prime award to 
a third party in cooperation, and under the guidance of, the funding 
agency and/or sponsor as well as the prime awardee.  
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I. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

 Universities and non-profit research institutions have developed an increasingly global 

footprint in order to address the most significant research questions impacting our world. While 

international education programs have traditionally been made available by universities to 

undergraduate and post-graduate students (i.e. study abroad programs, or opportunities for 

international academic collaboration), many universities have also recently moved “towards 

developing research capacity in partnership with colleagues overseas,”1. Recent trends suggest 

that this internationalization of research is driven by both developed and developing nations2, 

and that multinational research activities are likely to proliferate as institutions develop the 

knowledge and policies necessary to sustain international programs.  

 Despite this current focus on international research, pre-award legal and compliance 

activities have failed to keep pace with the growth of international programs. The body of 

literature on these topics is sparse, as is evidence of information-sharing between universities and 

researchers conducting similar programs overseas. This creates several significant problems to be 

addressed within the capstone project. From an institutional perspective, universities and non-

profits encounter significant liabilities and risks when faculty, staff, and students conduct 

research outside of the United States. Similar issues arise with material and financial support for 

international research. Export control regulations must also be navigated by institutional 

                                                 
1 University of Oxford. International Trends in Higher Education 2015. Strategic Report, Oxford: University of 
Oxford International Strategy Office, 2015. 
2 University of Oxford. International Trends in Higher Education 2016-2017. Strategy Paper, Oxford: University of 
Oxford International Strategy Office, 2017. 
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compliance personnel. A comprehensive list of issues will be compiled and addressed to include 

export control regulations; the minimization of health and safety risks for faculty, staff, students, 

and affiliates abroad; the establishment of cash management controls in a foreign country; 

insurance concerns; navigating permanent establishment registration and/or subcontracting to 

institutions in host countries; employment and consulting in a foreign country; as well as internal 

(institutional) process controls to ensure timely resolution of relevant matters prior to 

commencement of research activities. 

 Lacking a robust knowledge base from which to draw, institutions must develop policies 

to support these activities as they arise, and often without the necessary resources to properly 

address key areas of concern. This impedes growth of international programs at the institutional 

level by creating disincentives for research institutions to enter the domain of international 

research. In turn, these institutional shortcomings may affect the entire international research 

community by limiting the number of players in the field. Current research suggests that 

stratification among universities is already observable. Six American universities were recently 

found to operate seven or more International University Research Ventures (IURV), with these 

universities controlling 23% of all current IURVs3. Universities and other research entities 

interested in developing international research portfolios must seek to identify significant areas 

of concern in the pre-award stage of international research and develop formal processes by 

                                                 
3 Li, Yin, et al. International University Research Ventures (IURV): Findings from U.S. Universities. Working 

Paper, Atlanta: Georgia Institute of Technology, 2016. University of Oxford. International Trends in 
Higher Education 2015. Strategic Report, Oxford: University of Oxford International Strategy Office, 
2015. 
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which these concerns may be addressed for each project in order to remain competitive in this 

area.  

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

 International research has become a field dominated by large, well-funded institutions 

with adequate resources to support the complex administrative needs of projects taking place 

outside of the United States. A review of universities operating five (5) or more International 

University Research Ventures reveals a roster of public and private universities with 

endowments typically exceeding one billion dollars ($1 billion)4. Many universities in this list—

Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Johns Hopkins University, and the University of 

Michigan, for example—operate large research partnerships on several continents5. Another 

commonality among these institutions is the presence of specialized offices and processes for the 

administration of research abroad.  

 As smaller institutions seek to develop international programs, they must compete with 

larger, more entrenched research institutions with the benefit of years of experience in this field. 

Furthermore, despite the proliferation of international research programs at United States 

institutions, there is minimal evidence to suggest information-sharing or collaboration among 

and between large institutions and their less-established peers. As such, developing international 

research institutions face three significant problems: the lack of knowledge with which to 

develop support systems for international research programs, limited resources to commit to 

offices supporting international research, and the absence of processes to guide research teams 

during the pre-award phase of research. These problems must be addressed in order for growing 

                                                 
4 (Li, et al. 2016) 
5 Ibid. 



4 
 

international research institutions to facilitate successful programs while mitigating legal, 

financial, and compliance risks.  

1.3 Research Questions 

The following questions will guide this project: 

1. What key issues must be addressed in the pre-award phase of international 

research in order to properly mitigate institutional risk, and what offices 

should assess these issues? 

2. How do large research institutions with developed international programs 

address the issues referenced in question 1, and what processes have they 

developed to streamline the pre-award phase? 

3. How might one define priorities and establish best practices for these issues in 

the pre-award phase? 

4. What tools may be deployed to assist in pre-award international research 

administration? 

5. How can less-established research institutions maximize limited resources in 

support of complex sponsored programs abroad? 

These questions will allow a thorough examination of the aforementioned problems and 

suggest short- and long-term solutions.  

1.4 Objectives 

 The questions set forth above will drive the research objectives for this project. This 

paper will identify key legal- and compliance-related priorities in the pre-award phase of 
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international research and propose offices and personnel best-suited to address them. Information 

regarding pre-award processes at large research institutions conducting a high volume of 

international research will be gathered and synthesized in order to suggest best practices for 

smaller institutions. Based upon these findings, this paper will suggest processes and tools to 

streamline pre-award facilitation of international sponsored programs. Special consideration will 

be given to resource limitations faced by many growing institutions, and recommendations will 

be made in cognizance of these challenges.  

1.5  Significance 

The growth of international research programs demands a higher emphasis on research 

administration issues in the pre-award phase. The issues discussed within this paper will likely 

continue to grow in significance over the coming decades. This paper will seek to facilitate the 

standardization of research administration practices and enhance information sharing between 

institutions. This research will serve as a building block for further discussions regarding 

significant legal and compliance issues faced in the pre-award phase. The information gathered, 

and tools developed, during the course of this research will support the development of 

institutional processes, and will support the dedication of additional resources to key offices 

involved in international research administration.  

1.6 Limitations and Exclusions 

 The scope of this paper is limited to common legal- and compliance-related issues in the 

pre-award phase of international research administration. Given the complexity and breadth of 

this topic, this paper will not address host nation-specific issues. A broad exploration of key 

issues relevant in many countries will be included. While the financial aspects of international 
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research are highly significant for institutions wishing to build such programs, this paper will 

limit discussion of financial considerations to issues which relate directly to compliance and law. 

This paper will, however, support the allocation of institutional funding to offices supporting 

international research. Research on humans and animals conducted abroad is not addressed 

directly in this study, as these topics are highly complex and variable based upon the nation in 

which research is conducted, and the intended subjects of the research, Despite the limitations 

listed herein, this paper will suggest and recommend the development of institutional policies 

and processes specific to each institution’s needs.  

II. Literature Review 

2.1 Overview 

 A thorough review of the available literature regarding the pre-award phase of 

international research administration yields relatively few sources. Academic research on this 

subject is limited by several factors. For the purposes of academic study, international sponsored 

programs are relatively new phenomena, especially as compared to preexisting study abroad 

programs and other international academic partnerships. Though several professional 

organizations are dedicated to the study and improvement of research administration (e.g. 

National Council of University Research Administrators [NCURA], Society of Research 

Administrators International [SRA]), their journals have produced few systematic analyses of 

issues unique to international research. In addition, formal academic training in research 

administration is an even newer development. Formal research administration education by way 

of degree-awarding programs has existed for less than a decade. An increase in attention to these 
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issues within professional and academic journals would be anticipated in the years to come as the 

field of research administration develops. 

 Despite these limitations, however, useful information on international research 

administration is available. Several journal articles highlight significant issues in export control, 

cultural understanding across international borders, and navigating host nation law. In addition, 

the seminal textbook Research Administration and Management6 includes a chapter dedicated 

specifically to current issues in international research. While academic sources are helpful to 

gain an understanding of the policy landscape, these sources must be supplemented with 

information from university websites, interviews with professionals, and prospective data 

collection methods in order to ensure current, validated findings. Given the limited amount of 

available information on pre-award institutional best practices in international research, the 

aforementioned sources represent the very beginning of a scholarly review, as opposed to a 

comprehensive body of information.  

2.2 Sources  

Sources consulted for this paper may be divided into several categories. Academic 

sources are geared primarily towards professionals in the field of research administration. These 

journal articles, working papers, and textbook chapters provide a broad understanding of 

international research issues from which to begin a more rigorous study. Policy sources provide 

up-to-date information regarding current laws and regulations applicable to the conduct of 

research abroad. These sources are available via federal agency websites and are vital to 

                                                 
6 Sites Jr., John D. "The Challenges and Opportunities of International Research." In Research Administration and 

Management, by Elliott C Kulakowski, 317-323. Sudbury, MA: Jones and Barlett Publishers, Inc., 2006. 
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institutional officers with compliance and/or legal responsibilities. University and research 

institution websites are particularly helpful for the suggestion of best practices for growing 

international research institutions. Top international research players have developed 

comprehensive policies to navigate pre-award research issues with the benefit of decades of 

experience. These policies suggest best uses of resources and development of processes to 

facilitate international research. Finally, private consulting firms have become instrumental in 

the conduct of international research and have developed materials to highlight issues in risk 

management and international contracting among other areas. Given the increasing reliance 

among research institutions on consulting firms, documents created by these firms yield vital and 

applicable insights that are targeted directly to institutional legal counsel and research 

administration.  

2.2.1 Academic Sources 

 Oxford University has released annual reports on International Trends in Higher 

Education which touch upon developments in international research. Their 20157 and 20178 

reports illustrate the growing importance of international research to academic institutions. These 

sources, taken together, demonstrate the need for institutional policy development for 

international research.  

 A working paper in science, technology, and innovation policy from the Georgia Institute 

of Technology9 presents useful research on the growth of the IURV in the context of U.S.-based 

sponsored programs conducted abroad. This paper elucidates the field of international research—

                                                 
7 (University of Oxford 2015) 
8 (University of Oxford 2017) 
9 (Li, et al. 2016) 
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including major stakeholders, geographic areas of focus, and case studies—and provides useful 

information for the literature review itself. Universities with high number of IURVs as identified 

in this paper will be consulted for institutional policy and process reviews.  

 This work has led to further research into IURVs as represented by a 2017 article in the 

journal Research Policy10. A detailed review of specific IURVs is presented with details 

particular to each case. This article demonstrates unique issues that may arise in the context of 

forming international research partnerships such as materials and personnel management, 

administrative resource allocation, and international contracting.   

 Information can also be gleaned from a textbook chapter dedicated to international 

research in the work Research Administration and Management11. This source highlights key 

issues in forming international research relationships, and guides further research into 

compliance and legal issues that must be addressed on a case-by-case basis. Though brief, this 

chapter includes an excellent summary of the issues discussed within this paper. 

 Similar to the source listed above, NCURA has created a helpful compendium12 of 

regulations concerning research administration that includes discussion of regulations and 

policies germane to international work.  

 The primary author of Research Administration and Management, Elliott Kulakowski, 

has also contributed work to academic journals, including a 2007 article on the impact of export 

                                                 
10 Youtie, Jan, Yin Li, Juan Rogers, and Philip Shapira. "Institutionalization of international university research 
ventures." Research Policy 46 (2017): 1692-1705. 
11 (Sites Jr. 2006) 
12 National Council of University Research Administrators. Regulation and Compliance: A Compendium of 

Regulations and Certifications Applicable to Sponsored Programs (2014 Edition). Washington, DC: 
National Council of University Research Administrators, 2014. 
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control regulations13. This work details significant barriers to international work and provides 

avenues of further research into the topic. 

 This journal has also contributed an instructive case study in international cooperation. 

While this paper, Administration of an Innovative Program of International Cooperation: 

Success Across the Pond14, focuses primarily on academic cooperation, research administrative 

concerns are highlighted.  

 Important work on cross-cultural understanding and navigating interpersonal barriers has 

been done as well. While not the direct focus of this paper, cultural issues are relevant to the 

conduct of international sponsored programs, and must be considered in the pre-award phase. 

Susi Poli’s Understanding Diversity, Gender Equality, and Cultures in Research Management 

and Administration15 provides an excellent background in this regard.  

 A recent paper concerning hematology research touched upon issues of cash management 

and export regulations while also detailing clinical issues of concern in international research16. 

These findings, based upon experience gained from an international sickle cell research program, 

establish the public health implications of proper pre-award administrative practices.  

 

                                                 
13 Kulakowski, Elliott, Lynne Chronister, Victoria Molfese, Michael Slocum, Cliff Studman, and Paul Waugaman. 
"Voice of Experience: International Research Infrastructure and the Impact of Export Control Regulations." The 
Journal of Research Administration 48, no. 2 (2007): 107-117. 
14 Gallicchio, Vincent S. "Administration of an Innovative Program of International Cooperation: Success Across 
the Pond." Journal of Research Administration 48, no. 2 (2007): 78-85. 
15 Poli, Susi. "Understanding Diversity, Gender Equality, and Cultures in Research Management and 
Administration." In Research Management: Europe and Beyond, by Jan Anderson, Pamela F Miller, Susi Poli, & 
Kristel Toom, 289-317. 2017. 
16 Smart, Luke R, Arielle G Hernandez, and Russell E Ware. "Sickle cell disease: Translating clinical care to low-
resource countries through international research collaborations." Seminars in Hematology 55 (2018): 102-112. 
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2.2.2 Institutional Sources 

 Universities and other research organizations have provided vital resources via websites 

and presentations. Two of these presentations have particular relevance to the field of export 

control. An SRA conference presentation is geared primarily towards researchers and 

administrators navigating export control issues in the pre-award phase, and is directly relevant to 

a main subject of this paper17.  

 The University of California at Irvine has also produced a similar overview18 of key 

export control regulations and issues that will guide further research into this topic.  

 Universities with the most IURVs—as established in Yin Li’s work concerning this 

topic19 will be consulted for information on pre-award compliance and legal processes via 

review of their relevant websites (e.g. research administration, export control, compliance, 

materials management, etc.). 

2.2.3 Policy Sources 

 The institutional policies mentioned above were created to comply with federal 

regulations and guidelines. For the purposes of these paper, a review of relevant federal 

guidelines from the Bureau of Industry and Security, the Departments of State and Defense, and 

the Treasury Department will be necessary and instructive.  

 

                                                 
17 Myles, Carpantato, and Denise Spiller. "Export Control Regulations: How to assist researchers with navigating the 
maze." Society of Research Administrators International Alabama Chapter Meeting 2014. Society of Research 
Administrators International, 2014. 
18 Copeland, Marci. Export Control Overview and Update. Irvine, November 14, 2014. 
19 (Li, et al. 2016) 
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III. Needs Assessment 

A lack of systematic reviews of institutional processes concerning international research 

administration, coupled with evidence of the recent growth of international programs as part of 

academic research portfolios, suggests a growing need for research and development of pre-

award processes to facilitate sponsored programs outside of the United States. This assertion is 

based upon information gathered from three unique categories of sources.  

The literature review above reveals a small, but growing body of academic research 

targeting the growth of international sponsored programs in U.S.-based institutions. This 

literature falls short, however, of approaching the questions of best institutional practices and 

process improvements. Nonetheless, several of the publications listed highlight the significant 

current administrative issues in international research.  

Consultation with professionals in the field of international research administration yields 

similar findings. Prior to the formulation of this project, several relevant experts in international 

research compliance and legal issues were consulted, and their experiences and suggestions were 

instrumental in the development of the project. These experts identified various issues in the pre-

award process that merited further attention, including: the prioritization of issues in the pre-

award phase of each program according to associated risk and necessity, the lack of knowledge 

regarding international research administration issues among many established non-profit 

research institutions, and shortfalls in process coordination among various relevant institutional 

offices during the pre-award phase (e.g. compliance, research administration, employee health 

and safety, and the study team itself).  
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Prospective data collection methods were also developed in order to supplement 

information gathered from other sources. This project includes results of a survey designed to 

gather input from professionals in international research. Information from academic sources, as 

well as consultations with experienced individuals, will be augmented by the results of this 

survey. In addition to providing useful information for the development of institutional best 

practices, these survey results will also demonstrate the need for process improvement and 

further research in this area. This multifaceted approach to the central research question will 

ensure a robust, validated body of information from which to draw findings and develop 

potential solutions to the issues identified herein.  

IV. Project Description 

4.1 Project Design 

The capstone project comprises several elements that serve the greater purpose of process 

improvement in the pre-award phase. Chief among these elements is independent research into 

relevant federal guidelines, institutional compliance programs, and current practices for handling 

compliance concerns. As discussed in the literature review, this information is vital to the 

understanding of current processes and the evaluation of areas that might be improved in the 

future. This research element informs other aspects of the project, and provides a framework in 

which to present findings and conclusions.  

Research efforts have also been guided by consultations with relevant experts from 

Tulane University and Johns Hopkins University, respectively. Professionals in the area of 

international research administration have provided insight into the current issues in this field, as 

well as source matter that is referenced herein. These consultations have been conducted by 
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phone, in person, and via email. Elements of this capstone have been designed with oversight 

from these experts.  

4.2 Description of Project Elements 

This project also includes visual elements designed to illustrate institutional processes 

and data gathered during the course of research. A prototype institutional flowchart has been 

created to illustrate the various offices involved with pre-award review for international 

sponsored programs. This flowchart tracks the pre-award administration process between 

submission of the initial application for funding and review by relevant offices. Designed in 

consultation with relevant institutional experts, this visualization serves as a template that may be 

utilized and adapted as necessary by institutions based on their organizational structures. The 

flowchart also demonstrates the need for a centralized project intake form that gathers required 

information from researchers engaging in research abroad and disperses information to the 

appropriate offices based on survey responses.  

A prototype data collection tool is included in conjunction with the flowchart referenced 

above. This REDCap survey is designed to be completed by research teams after submitting 

applications for funding that would be used outside of the United States. Like the flowchart, this 

survey may be revised and adapted to suit the needs and structures of various institutions. The 

survey has two primary functions: information dispersal and data accrual. A central administrator 

(or office) is notified upon completion of each survey. Based upon these responses, this 

administrator would alert appropriate offices to review the project. For instance, research 

involving the transport of data or materials overseas would trigger review by the Research 

Compliance and/or Export Control Officer for the institution. The secondary function of this 
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survey is the accrual of data to support decisions at an institutional level. Survey responses in 

REDCap are stored and easily exported into another format (Excel, SAS, SPSS, etc.)20 for 

analysis. This allows institutions to assess workloads for various offices and staff members based 

upon the data gained over a defined period of time. For instance, an institution’s Office of 

Sponsored Programs may utilize data gained via REDCap to justify the addition of new positions 

in order to handle increases in international programs.  

The final research element is a survey designed to solicit feedback from research 

administration professionals regarding current processes and shortcomings in the pre-award 

phase. This survey will be discussed in greater detail below, and will guide the focus of the 

research to the areas of greatest concern to research administrators. The survey itself will be 

presented, and data gained from the survey will be included in visualizations to highlight salient 

findings.  

V. Methodology 

5.1 Discussion of Research Methods 

 This capstone project represents the culmination of a research process involving input 

from many sources. Elements of the project are designed to incorporate relevant regulations and 

frameworks, and to facilitate further data collection efforts within this context. An understanding 

of the current issues in pre-award international research administration is vital to this work. 

Information gained during study at Johns Hopkins University has informed the project’s 

inception and guided its early phases. Additional consultations with experts narrowed the focus 

of this project. The increasing volume of international research projects at many U.S.-based 

                                                 
20 REDCap. Exporting Data from REDCap - How-To Guide. Gainesville, March 31, 2017. 
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institutions—as well as the likelihood that this growth will continue—highlights the need for 

institutional controls to support a growing number of new projects.  

 Preliminary information supported the prospective collection of data via a survey 

disseminated among research professionals. This survey was designed to focus on institutional 

issues and collect data to support recommendations for process improvement in the pre-award 

phase. The survey provided information to validate findings gained through independent research 

into institutional processes and organizations, and pinpointed current practices and areas of 

concern for research institutions. A detailed explanation of the survey follows, and the survey 

itself is included as a supplement to the final project. 

5.2 Discussion of Survey 

 The survey included twenty questions, several of which were prompted by responses to 

other questions.  

Question 1: What is your job title?  

Question 2: What is the name of the office in which you work (e.g. Compliance, Sponsored 

Projects Administration, Office of General Counsel)? 

Question 3: Does your institution currently perform research outside of the United States 

(Yes/No)? 

 Questions one through three (1-3) were designed to establish that the person completing 

the questionnaire has relevant professional familiarity with research administration, works in an 

administrative office with oversight over pre-award processes, and represents an institution that 

supports sponsored programs abroad. Responses to these questions are required to move forward. 
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Feedback gathered from these responses provided insight into perspectives on subsequent 

questions. For instance, research compliance professionals and sponsored projects administrators 

identified different areas of concern based upon the issues they face in their daily work.  

Question 4: Please estimate the number of international research projects being conducted by 

your institution in an average year (1-20, 21-50, 51-100, More than 100). 

 Question number four was designed to categorize other survey responses based upon the 

volume of international research conducted at respondents’ institutions. Input from several 

categories was desirable. Based on the information gathered with this question, responses to 

subsequent questions took on added meaning. For instance, do issues vary based on volume of 

international programs conducted? How do high-volume programs handle issues differently than 

low-volume?  

Question 5: Which issues are very significant, or present a high amount of difficulty, during the 

pre-award phase (check all that apply) (Export Control; Navigating host nation laws and 

regulations; Ensuring proper insurance coverage abroad; Creating a cash management plan; 

Internal process management [timely reporting of international grants and contracts; 

Navigating issues ahead of deadlines]; Permanent establishment/subcontracting concerns; 

Hiring employees or contracting with consultants in host nation; Travel and safety; Other) 

 This question asked respondents to consider areas that present the most difficulty at their 

respective institutions. Responses to this question added priority to certain topics addressed in 

the findings and recommendations of the project. These responses were also considered in 

relation to the volume of international projects conducted at each institution.  
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Question 6: Which of the following issues make pre-award tasks more difficult at your 

institution? (Limited staff; Lack of subject matter experts; Lack of training & guidance on 

internal processes; Technological limitations [software, equipment], Lack of support from 

leadership; Lack of committee oversight, Other) 

 Responses to question six directly guided recommendations later in the project. 

Information gathered on institutional shortcomings via survey was essential as this information is 

not readily available via institutional websites, nor in the limited academic literature on research 

administration.  

Question 7: Does your institution contract with a consulting group to advise on international 

research issues? (Yes/No/I’m not sure) 

 Initial feedback from consultation with experts indicated that many institutions utilize 

consulting groups to handle pre-award legal and compliance issues in international research. This 

option may be viable in the short- and long-term for many institutions until in-house offices can 

be created and sufficiently staffed.  

Question 8 (If “Yes” selected in Question 7):  What consulting group(s) does your institution 

use? 

 This free text field allowed respondents to indicate which consulting groups they use in 

connection with their responses to question 7.  

Question 9 (If “Yes” selected in Question 7): What services does this consulting group provide 

to your institution? 
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 Another free text field prompted respondents to enter the areas in which consulting 

groups provide assistance (e.g. Risk Management, Travel Management) during the pre-award 

phase. Taken with responses to question 8, information gathered in question 9 increased 

specificity of recommendations for best practices at the institutional level. 

Question 10: Which sources would you use to get more information on navigating these issues? 

(Professional organization; Office within your institution; Specific colleague(s) [internal or 

external]; Consulting group; Funding agency or sponsor) 

 This question asked respondents to consider their most useful sources of information for 

navigating issues in the pre-award phase. Given the relative novelty of large-scale international 

sponsored programs, it is important to identify trusted sources for guidance and education on the 

unique aspects of international research administration. 

Question 11: Does your office have a process for navigating international research issues in the 

pre-award stage (Yes/No/Currently under development)? 

 This question, in tandem with following queries, sought to gain further information on 

current institutional practices. It was expected that some institutions would have formal 

workflows while others may address issues on an ad hoc basis.  

Question 12: My institution has strong pre-award processes in place for addressing: (Export 

control; Navigating host nation laws and regulations; Ensuring proper insurance coverage 

abroad; Creating a cash management plan; Internal process management; Permanent 

establishment/subcontracting concerns; Hiring employees or contracting with consultants in 

host nation; None of the above; Other) 
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Question 13: My institution needs to improve its ability to address: (Export control; Navigating 

host nation laws and regulations; Ensuring proper insurance coverage abroad; Creating a cash 

management plan; Internal process management; Permanent establishment/subcontracting 

concerns; Hiring employees or contracting with consultants in host nation; None of the above; 

Other) 

 Responses to questions twelve and thirteen were directly compared with responses to 

question 5. These responses drove recommendations and defined priorities for addressing 

separate issues. It was expected that responses to these questions would vary based upon the 

volume of international projects conducted by an institution, with high-volume institutions 

having better controls and processes in place than low-volume institutions. Conflicting data (i.e. 

low-volume institutions with adequate controls in place) was also useful in suggesting best 

practices for low-volume institutions, or research programs seeking to grow their international 

footprint.  

Question 14: Are researchers required to submit forms for internal review by administrative 

offices (i.e. outside of the academic department) prior to conducting research abroad? (Yes/No) 

 Question fourteen sought to establish how information regarding international projects is 

disseminated among relevant offices within an institution. Feedback from this question was used 

to suggest improvements in the processes of notifying these offices and coordinating responses 

among them. This question contained branching logic that directed respondents marking “Yes” 

to a separate section of the questionnaire which comprised questions fifteen through seventeen.   

Question 15: What programs (if any) are used to complete and submit forms? (Google Forms; 

REDCap; SurveyMonkey; Other) 
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 Question fifteen assessed how respondents use technology to gather necessary 

information for pre-award processes. It was expected that some institutions would use outside 

vendors or services, while others may have developed in-house forms. 

Question 16: Do these forms automatically trigger coordinated review by appropriate 

administrative offices? (Yes/No) 

 Given the coordination required among many different offices for facilitation of 

international research programs, it was important to address the connection between the forms 

and these processes. This question sought to discover how many institutions use these forms to 

drive a coordinated review multi-office review. 

Question 17: What offices are involved in this review? (Sponsored Programs; Grants and 

Contracts Accounting; Materials Management; General Counsel; Research Compliance; 

Academic Department or Unit; Other) 

 This question assessed the level of coordination at the institutional level and sought to 

illustrate the complexity of the pre-award process. This complexity demonstrated the need for 

process development and centralized forms to drive coordination among offices.  

Question 18: In your opinion, how could the pre-award process be improved for international 

research at your institution? 

 Question eighteen was a long-form free-text field that solicited open-ended responses, in 

contrast to many other questions in this survey. Responses to this question guided further inquiry 

into specific areas, and highlighted issues that were inadequately addressed by other questions. 
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This question was included to ensure completeness of the body of data to the greatest extent 

possible. 

Question 19: May we contact you regarding your response to these survey questions? (Yes/No) 

Question 20: Please provide your name and email address so that we may contact you regarding 

citation in the final text. 

 The final questions of the survey allowed respondents to choose whether they would like 

their responses to these survey questions to be cited in the final text. While the survey was 

designed to produce de-identified data, notable responses to question eighteen, for example, were 

expected to yield insights best presented as direct quotations. Direct quotations from this 

question were not used for this project, but permission would have been requested directly from 

each respondent answering “Yes” to question 19, and providing contact information, prior to use.  

5.3 Survey Dissemination and Analysis 

 The survey detailed above was disseminated among professional colleagues via email, 

and via professional organization listservs (e.g. NCURA, NACUA, SRAI). Though robust 

feedback was desirable, the audience for this survey was limited to research administrators with 

a working knowledge of international research issues.  

 Responses were recorded automatically via Google Forms, and were exported to a 

Microsoft Excel spreadsheet for further analysis. Primary analysis concerned common responses 

to single questions (e.g. percentage of respondents identifying “export control” as an area in need 

of improvement in question 13), whereas secondary analysis focused upon the relationships of 

responses to different questions in the survey (e.g. the likelihood that respondents working in 
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institutions with smaller international research portfolios [question 3] cite “export control” as an 

area in need of improvement in question 13). These methods of analysis illustrated the practices 

of large, successful international research institutions, and suggested areas of process 

improvement for institutions seeking to grow their international footprints.  

VI. Project Results and Discussion 

6.1 Data Accrual  

 The survey detailed above was disseminated among relevant research administration 

professionals via professional organizations and direct communication with experts in the field 

of global research administration. Directly following Johns Hopkins University Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) approval in late October 2018, a link to the Google Forms survey was made 

available within several listservs managed by NCURA—specifically the Pre-Award, 

Compliance, and Global Research communities. Data was gathered over two weeks, between 

October 29th and November 12th, 2018.  

6.2 Results 

 Twenty-one unique responses to the survey were recorded, of which nineteen were from 

respondents whose institutions currently conduct international research projects. Responses were 

gathered from a wide variety of research staff, including several directors and associate directors 

of sponsored programs, global affairs, and compliance offices. Respondents representing 

institutions conducting a limited amount of international research projects (1-20 individual 

projects) comprised the plurality (n=8), while six respondents represented institutions conducting 

between 51 and 100 international projects, and four stated that their institutions currently 

maintained a portfolio of over 100 such projects. 
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 While a wide variance was observed in self-reported significant issues concerning pre-

award international research administration, several common threads emerged within the dataset. 

71.4% of respondents (n=15) identified “navigating host nation laws and regulations” as a key 

concern which created a high level of difficulty during the pre-award phase. Export control 

issues were also highlighted (57.1%, n=12), as were “permanent establishment/subcontracting 

concerns” (47.6%, n=10), and “travel health and safety (42.9%, n=9). “Process management” 

and “establishing a contractual agreement prior to project start date” were also significant issues 

(42.9%, n=9).  

 Respondents were also asked to identify issues that made international research 

administration more difficult in the pre-award stage. 71.4% of respondents (n=15) stated that 

staff limitations added a degree of difficulty, while 57.1% (n=12) cited a “lack of subject matter 

experts”. Nine respondents (42.9%) noted a “lack of institutional guidance on internal processes” 

at their institutions. While fewer respondents stated that a “lack of support from leadership” 

adversely affected research processes (28.6%, n=6), this feedback would perhaps merit further 

investigation. Of respondents who cited lack of leadership support as an added impediment to 

international research projects, three represented institutions with smaller international research 

portfolios (1-20 projects), while two represented institutions with larger international footprints 

(51-100 projects), and one such respondent represented an institution conducting more than 100 

projects.  

 While initial research suggested that consulting groups provided services to many 

institutions, 71.4% of respondents stated that their institutions did not utilize consultants to 

navigate compliance or legal issues in the pre-award phase of international research projects. 

Respondents who stated their institutions used consulting groups cited export control, 
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contracting, permanent establishment concerns, and tax implications as topics on which they 

sought advice from consultants.  

 Respondents were also asked about methods used to gain information on pre-award 

issues. A vast majority of respondents (81%, n=17) identified “specific colleagues (internal or 

external) as vital sources of information, while professional organizations (e.g. NCURA) (76.2%, 

n=16) and offices “within [one’s] institution” (76.2%, n=16) were also noted.  

 When asked if respondents’ institutions had processes for navigating international 

research issues in the pre-award stage, 47.6% (n=10) of respondents stated that they did have a 

process, while seven respondents (33.3%) did not. Processes were currently under development 

at four (19%) institutions represented.  

  

Respondents were also asked to identify institutional strengths and weaknesses affecting 

pre-award research administration. Common strengths included export control issue navigation 

(42.9%, n=9), ensuring proper insurance coverage abroad (38.1%, n=8), and internal process 

Figure 1 
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management (33.3%, n=7), though a wide variance in responses and a general lack of consensus 

on this topic were notable.  

 Institutional weaknesses, by contrast, were indicated with more consistency. 13 

respondents cited permanent establishment and subcontracting concerns (61.9%), while 11 

(52.4%) noted that “navigating host nation laws and regulations” represented an area in need of 

improvement. 

 Respondents covered a broad range regarding the use of forms to submit international 

research projects for coordinated, multi-office institutional review. While most respondents 

stated that forms were used (71.4%, n=15), six (29.6%) indicated that no forms existed for this 

purpose. Perhaps more notable was the wide variety of programs used to submit forms. In-house 

forms (either digital or physical) were identified by five respondents (33.3%), while four 

respondents (26.7%) stated that Google Forms was used for this purpose. Other programs cited 

included workday, Microsoft Sharepoint, Adobe PDF, Converis, and SurveyMonkey. Though 

60% (n=9) of respondents confirmed that forms automatically triggered coordinated review by 

appropriate institutional offices, 40% (n=6) indicated that no such coordination took place. 

Figure 2 
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A thorough review of the key issues addressed in the survey is included in the following 

section, while process workflow and project intake prototypes are provided as appendices.   

  

VII. Recommendations 

7.1 Introduction to Major Issues 

Recommendations for institutional process improvement in the pre-award phase of 

international research administration can only be made after a review of the relevant areas of 

concern. This section will provide a cursory review of the following areas: export control, 

employee health and safety, contracting, navigating hiring abroad, insurance concerns, cash 

management, and internal process management. This does not represent an exhaustive list of 

issues that may need to be addressed in the pre-award phase of any project, but rather provides a 

sample of issues that create significant risk and liabilities for research institutions. As these 

concerns are often handled by separate offices, they also allow for an exploration of interoffice 

coordination during the pre-award phase. 

7.2 Export Control 

The legal concept of export control presents challenges for research institutions 

conducting research overseas. The government regulation of materials, data, and technology 

outside of the United States—or among foreign nationals working within the U.S.—is a key 

component of national security protections, and these controls often apply to academic and 

research activities21. Several governmental entities maintain restrictions which may apply to 

                                                 
21 The Ohio State University. Office of Research Compliance. 2018. http://orc.osu.edu/regulations-
policies/exportcontrol/ (accessed October 24, 2018). 
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research. However, many research projects are exempt from export control regulations under the 

fundamental research exclusion. A brief review of these issues, as well as the methods for 

ensuring compliance with these regulations in an institutional setting, is central to the facilitation 

of foreign research.  

Export Administration Regulations (EAR) are provided by the U.S. Department of 

Commerce’s Bureau of Industry and Security. The EAR regulate “dual-use” items which are 

designed for commercial purposes but may also be weaponized22. Controlled items are listed in 

the Commerce Control list23. These regulations are broad, covering such disparate categories as 

nuclear materials, microorganisms, and computers. Any research involving the shipment of 

materials overseas that may have military uses could potentially be subject to EAR. Penalties for 

violations of EAR are severe, and may significantly impact an institution’s ability to conduct 

research. Administrative violations of EAR—not including any concurrent criminal violations—

may incur penalties up to $250,000 per violation24. Prior to allowing research abroad, 

institutional compliance representatives should take a thorough inventory of materials to be 

shipped outside of the United States and verify applicability of EAR restrictions.  

The Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) dovetails with restrictions set forth within 

the EAR, and maintains sanctions against foreign nations and entities in alignment with national 

security interests. These restrictions change frequently and may impact research in a variety of 

ways. Sanctions may apply based on the country in which research would occur (i.e. restrictions 

                                                 
22 Massachusetts Institute of Technology. MIT Office of Sponsored Programs. 2018. 
https://osp.mit.edu/compliance/export-control/guidance-documents/export-control-regulations/export-administration 
(accessed October 24, 2018). 
23 United States Department of Commerce Bureau of Industry and Security. Commerce Control List. 2016. 
https://www.bis.doc.gov/index.php/regulations/commerce-control-list-ccl (accessed October 24, 2018). 
24 Kansas University Office of Export Compliance. Penalties for Export Violations. 2018. https://export-
compliance.ku.edu/penalties-export-violations (accessed October 24, 2018). 
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on material export to Iran), and on the individuals who will be working with visiting researchers 

in country. The U.S. Department of Treasury maintains and regularly updates a list of Specially 

Designated Nationals (SDN) who may be restricted in their ability to assist with research 

activities25. Restrictions set forth by OFAC must be perused prior to conducting research abroad.  

In addition to EAR and OFAC, the International Traffic in Arms (ITAR) is a regulatory 

regime which applies to military and defense technologies. This set of regulations may rarely 

affect academic research occurring abroad as it pertains primarily to weapons26. Nonetheless, 

institutional compliance personnel should confirm that ITAR restrictions do not apply to specific 

projects before the commencement of research activities. 

 The Fundamental Research Exclusion (FRE) presents a crucial caveat to the restrictions 

referenced above. The FRE allows for exemptions to export control restrictions for research that 

aims to share and disseminate knowledge within the scientific community pursuant to the central 

mission of academic institutions27. While this exclusion often allows for research conducted by 

foreign nationals based at U.S. institutions, the applicability of the FRE becomes more 

ambiguous in research conducted outside of the United States. The FRE does not allow, for 

instance, “the transfer of export controlled information, materials, or items abroad, even to 

research collaborators, unless another exemption or exclusion is available,”28. In situations in 

which the FRE does not apply, export licenses would need to be procured by the institution for 

                                                 
25 The United States Department of the Treasury. Sanctions List Search Tool. April 24, 2018. 
https://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/SDN-List/Pages/fuzzy_logic.aspx (accessed October 24, 2018). 
26 Cornell Law School. "Legal Information Institute." U.S. Code Title 22, Chapter 39, Subchapter: Control of Arms 
Exports and Imports. 2018. https://www.law.cornell.edu/uscode/text/22/2778 (accessed October 24, 2018). 
27 Harvard University T. H. Chan School of Public Health. Export Controls. 2018. 
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/export-controls/fundamental-research/ (accessed 24 2018, October). 
28 (Harvard University T. H. Chan School of Public Health 2018) 
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any controlled materials shipped abroad. As such, a case-by-case review of export control 

regulations as they apply to research projects is necessary.  

As foreign research conducted by U.S. institutions has increased, institutional offices 

have become increasingly specialized in their oversight over export control. Large research 

institutions, for example, have developed Offices of Export Controls to help researchers navigate 

the various legal issues involved in international shipment of materials required for research. 

Duke University, for example, maintains such an office, and provides a website with access to 

necessary forms and guidance for researchers29.  

Smaller institutions are often forced to meet such regulatory and compliance demands 

with fewer resources. Tulane University, a mid-sized research institution, handles export control 

issues within its Office of Research Compliance which is also tasked with human & animal 

safety protection, as well as investigation of research misconduct30. This may be appropriate for 

smaller institutions with few research activities abroad. Nonetheless, growth of international 

research at an institution demands significant growth among administrative offices serving 

research teams. 

Recommendation: Institutions should create frameworks for case-by-case review of 

export control issues by a dedicated office (i.e. an Office of Export Control), triggered by 

responses to an initial intake survey.  

 

                                                 
29 Duke University. Office of Export Controls. 2018. https://export.duke.edu/ (accessed October 24, 2018). 
30 Tulane University. Research Compliance & Research Integrity. 2018. https://research.tulane.edu/compliance 
(accessed October 24, 2018). 
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7.3 Employee Health and Safety 

 Ensuring the health and safety of researchers working abroad must be the foremost 

concern of any large academic institution. The protection of students, faculty, and staff is central 

to the success of a university (including its research programs), and lapses in protection may 

adversely affect a university’s reputation. When conducting research abroad, this responsibility 

grows complex and multifaceted. Nation-specific health issues may require specific vaccinations 

and health counseling prior to travel. Safety concerns also vary significantly based upon the 

nation in which research will be conducted. Geopolitical turmoil may affect research activities, 

and security apparatuses in country may be less developed than those with which researchers are 

familiar. The facilitation of research abroad requires that travel plans are a) shared as quickly as 

possible with relevant institutional offices, and b) used to create a nation-specific plan to prepare 

for travel and work abroad. 

 Though these issues may be considered tangential to compliance and law, they are vital 

components of a well-rounded pre-award process for international research administration. 

Furthermore, these issues have the potential to adversely impact the institution if health and 

security are not properly assured for researchers working abroad. In this regard, planning and 

prevention are vital to reducing risk and liability.  

 A comprehensive travel checklist designed to address the concerns of traveling 

researchers is essential and should be made available via the institution’s website. Emory 

University, for instance, houses their travel checklist and lists of resources in the Office of 
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Global Strategy and Initiatives31. This site provides a clearinghouse of vital resources and issues 

to consider prior to travel.  

 This process may be improved by utilizing available technology and automating 

communication between the researcher and relevant offices. Based on responses in the pre-award 

survey completed by the researcher, the institution’s clinic could be alerted that certain 

immunizations are necessary based on the country in which the researcher will be traveling. If 

security guidance is available within the institution, this office would also be alerted to the 

upcoming project in order to tailor guidance documents specifically for the country hosting the 

research activities in view of potential nation-specific warnings provided by the Department of 

State.  

Recommendation: Pre-award surveys should collect information from the researcher(s), and 

tailor health and security plans based on the nation in which research will occur. A travel 

checklist should be made available to researchers via the institution’s website. 

7.4 Contracting 

 Contracting in support of international sponsored programs often involves several distinct 

processes and offices within an institution. A distinction should be made between Memoranda of 

Understanding and formal agreements, and it should be noted that a variety of contracts may be 

necessary to facilitate research abroad. These concerns may be addressed by an institution’s 

Office of Sponsored Programs, Office of General Counsel, or a dedicated International Research 

Office, or by some combination of the three.  

                                                 
31 Emory University Office of Global Strategy and Initiatives. Travel Checklist and Resources. 2017. 
https://global.emory.edu/support/services/news/general/travel.html#safety (accessed October 25, 2018). 
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 A memorandum of understanding between the institution and the host nation’s Ministry 

of Health or Welfare is a typical first step in establishing a relationship for the purposes of 

facilitating research activities abroad. This non-binding agreement confirms shared interests and 

goals among the parties and lays necessary groundwork for further discussions regarding the 

scope of the project, duration, parties’ responsibilities, and other items to be considered in formal 

agreements. These agreements may be of great benefit to U.S.-based research institutions as they 

may proffer “certain privileges and immunities within the country,”32 involving work permits, 

indemnification, and import rights. If a memorandum of understanding has not been broached 

prior to researcher completion of a pre-award survey, the survey may flag the appropriate 

institutional office to begin this process immediately. Institutions may provide guides and 

templates for these documents to explain their importance and functions to research teams33. 

 Formal contracts differ from memoranda of understanding in that they involve financial 

compensation, the performance of services, creation of intellectual property, and other 

obligations on behalf of both parties34. In the context of international research, these issues are 

often addressed in formal subawards between the U.S.-based institution and an institution within 

the host country. When forming subaward agreements, the prime awardee must gain prior 

approval from the research sponsor and ensure compliance with award requirements by the sub-

awardee (or subcontractor)35. Subaward agreements may be highly beneficial to U.S.-based 

institutions, as they provide an established entity in the host nation through which research 

                                                 
32 Ferreira, William F. "Setting Up Shop Overseas: A Growing Challenge for U.S. Research Institutions." National 
Association of College and University Attorneys, 2007. 1-9. 
33 University of California at Davis. "Office of Research & Office of Global Affairs." International Memorandum of 
Understanding Basic Guide. September 1, 2014. https://research.ucdavis.edu/wp-content/uploads/UC-Davis-Intl-
MOU-Basic-Guide.pdf (accessed October 25, 2018). 
34 Wootan, Wade. "Global Support Services for Tulane Activity Abroad (Presentation)." New Orleans, October 13, 
2016. 
35 (Wootan 2016) 



36 
 

activities can be organized and facilitated. The sub-awardee may obviate the need to register as a 

permanent establishment in the host nation on the part of the prime awardee and may be able to 

provide labor and resources in support of the project.   

 Professional service agreements may also be necessary if researchers intend to hire local 

professionals to conduct research. These agreements are used to procure services which are 

“professional or technical in nature,”36 and involve very limited oversight on the part of the 

research institution and its affiliates. A formal working relationship in which the research 

institution controls the daily work activities may be considered “employment” within the host 

nation and may trigger certain responsibilities on the part of the employer (i.e. the institution 

conducting research abroad).  

 Purchase of goods and services abroad may also require a formal contract. Equipment 

necessary to conduct research, furniture for office space, and use of vehicles in country may fall 

under this category37.  These contracts typically require little or no oversight or approval from 

the research sponsor.  

7.4.1 Permanent Establishments 

 Decisions made regarding contracts with entities overseas may impact a research 

institution’s status vis-à-vis permanent establishment criteria in the host nation. A permanent 

establishment is “created by business activity that is sufficient for a corporation to be viewed as 

having a stable and ongoing presence in a foreign country,”38 thus triggering the imposition of 

                                                 
36 (Wootan 2016) 
37 Ibid. 
38 ShieldGeo. The Ultimate Guide to Permanent Establishment. 2018. https://shieldgeo.com/ultimate-guide-
permanent-establishment/ (accessed October 27, 2018). 
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corporate taxes at the local rate. Each nation maintains a unique definition of a permanent 

establishment which must be parsed and evaluated by institutional officials before contracts are 

put in place. Despite the variety in permanent establishment criteria from nation to nation, some 

common triggers include the opening of bank accounts, establishment of office space, vehicle 

purchasing, hiring foreign nationals (see also: section 6.5), and land ownership39. These 

activities, even when performed by a non-profit institution, may be seen as “doing business”40 

abroad. The fact that a university or research institution’s 501(c)(3) status in the United States 

means “almost nothing as to its foreign tax position” exacerbates this dilemma. 

 Contracting decisions made by institutions during the pre-award phase may increase or 

decrease the risk of triggering permanent establishment qualification abroad. For instance, 

shrewd subcontracting may allow U.S.-based institutions to channel research activities through 

an entity based within the host nation and thereby avoid corporate taxation. Significant 

purchasing and hiring abroad, however, can increase the likelihood that the presence overseas 

will be deemed a permanent establishment.   

 Large institutions conducting a significant amount of research in a given nation may 

already be registered as a legal entity in country (often via limited liability company [LLC]), 

which would obviate the need to circumvent the issues referenced above. If the institution is not 

registered in the nation that will be hosting researchers, the best course of action must be decided 

upon by the appropriate institutional officials. Registering as a permanent establishment in a new 

country is a lengthy and expensive process, often requiring over a year’s effort and expenses in 

                                                 
39 (Wootan 2016) 
40 Dowling Jr, Donald C. "How a US university can employ faculty, researchers, administrators and foreign locals at 
an overseas program." Lexology. May 24, 2013. https://www.lexology.com/library/detail.aspx?g=885ee6db-067d-
49a9-b12c-cd2bda194e8d (accessed October 27, 2018). 
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excess of $50,00041. If the institution does not plan on establishing a long-term research 

partnership in the given nation (i.e. establishing a formal research program as opposed to a single 

project), it may be preferable to take all available measures to avoid registering as a permanent 

establishment.  

Recommendation: Research intake surveys should gather necessary information regarding 

contracting requirements for research abroad and direct issues to the appropriate institutional 

offices. Permanent establishment issues should be evaluated and addressed by the institution’s 

Office of General Counsel (or other appropriate office) immediately after being alerted via 

completion of intake survey by research team. Educational materials should be provided to 

researchers via training sessions and documents available via website to increase familiarity with 

institutional legal requirements. Institutions should specify the offices handling each type of 

agreement to avoid confusion on the part of the research team.  

7.5 Hiring Abroad 

 Hiring workers in the host nation is often a vital component of international research, yet 

it also raises legal issues for the research institution. These issues touch upon concepts 

previously discussed in sections 6.2 (Export Control) and 6.4 (Contracting). While this section 

will briefly address common areas of concern, a rigorous case-by-case review of applicable 

regulations in the host nation where research will be conducted is essential.  

 Pursuant to previously discussed export control regulations, it is vital to ascertain which 

foreign nationals will have access to any research items classified as “dual use” goods during the 

conduct of the research project. If information derived from research may be shared with foreign 

                                                 
41 (Wootan 2016) 
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scientists or researchers working on the project, export control regimes (via EAR and OFAC) 

may apply42. These concerns may be addressed by gathering a list of research collaborators 

within the host nation and checking them against the Department of the Treasury’s list of 

Specially Designated Nationals.  

 Labor agreements between the institution and workers in the host nation are perhaps of 

greater concern. Depending upon the nature of such an agreement, a worker may be legally 

considered an “employee” of the institution within the host nation, a finding which would trigger 

certain responsibilities for benefits and protections by the hiring institution43. Such a 

responsibility may create a financially untenable situation for the research institution, and may 

also trigger the aforementioned permanent establishment criteria.  

 The creation of a hiring strategy while abroad is vital to the success of the enterprise. The 

particular strategy employed will depend on the following issues, among others: the institution’s 

establishment (or lack thereof) in the host nation, the host nation’s legal recognition of the 

independent contractor concept, the availability of a trusted partner entity in nation to facilitate 

hiring on the institution’s behalf, and the amount of control over daily work activities that the 

institution would like to maintain. For instance, the institution would have a high degree of 

control over the work of employees but would also have a significant responsibility to provide 

health insurance, paid leave, and other formal benefits typically bestowed upon employees. The 

institution would have a significantly decreased burden vis-à-vis independent contractors but 

                                                 
42 National Academies of Science, Engineering, and Medicine. Dual Use Research of Concern in the Life Sciences: 
Current Issues and Controversies. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2017. 
43 (Wootan 2016) 
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would exert far less control over their daily work. Subcontracting to a partner institution or other 

established entity abroad may present a solution in some instances.   

Recommendation: Intake surveys for researchers should assess the likelihood that foreign 

workers will be employed for research activities. A hiring strategy should be completed by the 

Office of Global Affairs (or other functionally similar office).  

7.6 Insurance 

 Insurance concerns and the management of liability and risk abroad present a key 

challenge for institutions increasing their research activities abroad. In the context of 

international research, both the individuals working abroad and the institution itself would 

maintain separate but interlinked insurance concerns that should be addressed during the pre-

award phase. This topic is closely linked with Employee Health and Safety (section 6.3), and is 

colored by the level of risk in the nation hosting research activities. 

 Modern institutions with significant international research activities typically maintain 

insurance for liabilities (e.g. vehicle use), emergency medical care, emergency assistance (e.g. 

evacuation), and worker’s compensation, among other contingencies44. In order to assist 

institutions in ensuring proper insurance coverage, travelers are asked to register their itinerary 

via an institution-specific program or a third-party vendor (e.g. Global Rescue45). Authorization 

processes are put into effect by the institution to ensure that insurance is adequate for the nation 

in which research will be conducted. While travel to sanctioned countries and war zones may be 

                                                 
44 University of Arizona Risk Management Services. International Travel Insurance. 2018. 
https://risk.arizona.edu/international-travel-insurance (accessed October 27, 2018). 
45 Tulane University. Global Rescue. 2018. https://grid.globalrescue.com/portal/tulane/index.html (accessed October 
27, 2018). 
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permitted, activities in these areas require a thorough advanced review by the institution as well 

as adherence to U.S. State Department Travel Warnings46.  

Recommendation: Insurance needs should be assessed by pre-award intake survey and routed to 

the institution’s Office of Risk Management and Insurance for review. Host nations subject to 

OFAC sanction, or within war zones may require additional coverage and a more detailed review 

by the institution. 

7.7 Cash Management 

 International research activities create significant financial challenges for institutions 

both in logistical terms (i.e. the movement of funds to facilitate research activities), security 

terms (i.e. reducing risk of theft or other financial crime), and legal terms (i.e. use of research 

funding in alignment with institution’s legal status in country). Creating a cash management plan 

involves careful consideration of risks in country, trusted individuals and entities, and the 

amount of funding required to support the function of research enterprises without creating 

unnecessary risk. This section overlaps significantly with topics discussed in section 6.4.1 

(Permanent Establishments).  

 Institutions already established in country may wish to open bank accounts to support 

research activities. Though this would seem to dismiss cash management concerns, the process 

of opening an account in the institution’s name is often an onerous, lengthy process. For 

instance, Ethiopian banks typically require “a fairly daunting package of corporate documents 

before the bank manager will entertain the idea of opening an account,”47. This assumes that the 

                                                 
46 (University of Arizona Risk Management Services 2018) 
47 (Ferreira 2007, 5) 
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institution is already registered in country, and is familiar with local law regarding payments, 

taxation, and other relevant topics. In many nations, a Value Added Tax (VAT) would also apply 

to purchases made within the country48.  

 As previously discussed, institutions may not be registered in country and may be 

unwilling to pursue registration due to time constraints or financial limitations. Researchers may 

attempt to assuage these concerns by opening individual bank accounts, though these accounts 

may similarly trigger permanent establishment concerns49. Furthermore, these accounts may be 

reportable to the Internal Revenue Service’s (IRS) Foreign Bank and Financial Accounts 

(FBAR) regulations50.  A variety of strategies may be employed under these constraints, 

depending upon several concurrent factors. If researchers are able to afford research expenses, 

for example, they may be purchased by the individual and reimbursed by the institution. A cash 

advance may also be arranged51. Pursuant to section 6.4, a contract with a foreign institution may 

include stipulations regarding payment for services via the institution within the host country. 

This would allow for purchases to be incurred by the institution in the host country and 

reimbursed by the U.S.-based institution. If cash must be handled in the field, potential methods 

would include advances, money orders, payments by mobile device, or pre-paid cards52. Physical 

transferal of cash is not recommended in most instances as it carries the highest level of risk for 

theft and misuse53.  

                                                 
48 (Ferreira 2007, 5) 
49 (Wootan 2016) 
50 United States Internal Revenue Service. Report of Foreign Bank and Financial Accounts (FBAR). February 23, 
2018. https://www.irs.gov/businesses/small-businesses-self-employed/report-of-foreign-bank-and-financial-
accounts-fbar (accessed October 2018, 27). 
51 (Wootan 2016) 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 
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Recommendation: In-country cash requirements should be assessed by the pre-award intake 

survey, and a management strategy should be devised by the Office of Global Affairs (or other 

functionally identical office). Use of cash (as opposed to checks, wires, or purchasing card) is the 

least preferred option for purchasing services and otherwise facilitating research activities 

abroad. 

7.8 Internal Process Management 

 As detailed in previous sections, international research requires substantial coordination 

among various offices during the pre-award phase. This coordination must be managed to ensure 

that the process is efficient, clear, and navigable in alignment with relevant institutional policies, 

United States legal requirements, and host nation laws. Attention to pre-award processes offers 

institutions several advantages in the context of long-term international research programs. 

Guiding documents (e.g. flowcharts and intake surveys) define accountability and responsibility 

for various concerns. Based on these documents, researchers can clearly identify contacts for 

relevant issues and perform their own basic assessments when considering international research 

opportunities.  

 Intake surveys can be used to gather vital information from research teams at an early 

stage in the pre-award process. These surveys can be used to trigger relevant offices to review 

the proposed research activities, and to reach out to researchers for further information and 

coordination of pre-travel activities. Surveys can also be used to generate data that may support 

additional resource allocation to relevant institutional offices. For instance, if survey results 

gathered over the course of one year show a significant increase in the number of studies 
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requiring export control officer review, the office may request additional resources (or the 

creation of new positions) to handle the increased workload.  

 A prototype intake survey accompanies this capstone project (see: Appendix 4: Pre-

Award Intake Survey) The survey was designed to gather information regarding the topics 

addressed above, and to trigger review by relevant institutional offices (see also: Appendix 3: 

Pre-Award Flowchart). This prototype supports interoffice coordination during the pre-award 

phase and seeks to increase timely reporting of international projects by research teams. The 

survey is designed to automatically alert a central reviewer upon completion. This central 

reviewer may forward the results of the survey to designated offices based upon the responses 

therein (e.g. shipment of research items abroad triggers review by Office of Export Control). The 

survey itself should be automatically provided to the principal investigator (PI) as soon as the 

institutional official signs and submits a project to a funding agency or sponsor that would 

require international research; the PI would be responsible, in turn, for forwarding the survey to 

all other institutional affiliates traveling abroad (e.g. sub-investigators, staff, and/or students).  

Recommendation: A pre-award intake survey should be provided to each researcher proposing 

to conduct a research project abroad to facilitate interoffice coordination; ensure efficient 

assessment and navigation of compliance, legal, and other issues; and collect institutional data 

regarding work volume for research administrative offices supporting international research.  

VIII. Conclusion 

As research activities performed by United States-based institutions becomes an 

increasingly global affair, the need for formalized, interoffice processes to address key legal and 

compliance issues in international projects has grown as well. The international research 
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environment is currently dominated by large research institutions who hold significant 

advantages in terms of research administrative resources, formalized processes, and established 

IURVs abroad. Nonetheless, smaller research institutions continue to compete in this arena, and 

many universities have developed localized niches within specific regions abroad.  

Data gathered during the course of this project illustrates that small and large institutions 

face many of the same issues in the pre-award phase of international research, though some 

issues affect institutions of different sizes disproportionately. Common elements of successful 

international research performers might be summarized as: formalized processes established by 

institutional policy and effectively communicated to researchers, establishment of key offices 

and delineation of responsibilities in the pre-award process, and the availability of staff and 

subject matter experts to provide administrative support and identify key issues prior to the 

commencement of research activities abroad.  

Process management and organization are key drivers of success. Many issues which 

may be identified in the pre-award phase (e.g. permanent establishment concerns, contracting 

abroad) may involve lengthy review and negotiation with several appropriate entities abroad. 

These issues must be identified and routed to the appropriate institutional offices early in the pre-

award process. Forms may be used to facilitate a timely, coordinated review by appropriate 

offices, and to gather data supporting allocation of additional resources to specific offices by 

institutional leadership based upon workload. These forms, as well as workflows detailing the 

pre-award process, should be disseminated to research teams and administrators as part of an 

ongoing training regimen.  
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International issues in research administration are increasingly relevant, and increasingly 

complex, in the current era. Applicable rules and regulations may change quickly, and matters of 

health, safety, law, and compliance in international research programs are of utmost importance. 

Research administrators have become specialized in many discrete areas, and institutions must 

ensure that these administrators are able to efficiently collaborate to facilitate international 

projects. As in research itself, information sharing is of paramount importance to the long-term 

success of international research endeavors by U.S.-based institutions. Best practices should be 

established and shared via professional organizations. Partnerships between research institutions 

with similar focuses (e.g. biological research in the Caribbean, capacity building in Sub-Saharan 

Africa) may also ensure that global research relationships are fruitful and beneficial to all parties 

involved. While research is inherently competitive, the development and dissemination of best 

practices for pre-award administration may positively transform the international research 

environment for all institutions. 
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