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Abstract 

 

 

 Research Administrators (RA) play a critical function in the sponsored research 

environment and need valuable resources to aid in effective execution of their responsibilities. 

The author of this Capstone Project recognized the RAs at the not-for-profit Foundation of which 

she is employed, were not fully supported by the resources available to them on the Foundation's 

website. The Capstone Project addresses this problem through building a web-based research 

administration toolkit for Foundation RAs. There were three main objectives for the project: 1) 

distribute a questionnaire to RAs to a) assess the RAs frequency of use of the current Foundation 

website and understand how helpful RAs find the website and b) obtain feedback from RAs, on 

topics they identify as essential and beneficial in performing their role; 2) develop an easily 

accessible resource toolkit on the website for RAs containing content that will support them in 

their duties and professional growth; and 3) leverage the Foundation website and toolkit as an 

extension of the OSP to foster better communication with RAs. The Foundation website would 

serve as a suitable platform for the toolkit as RAs used the current website resources at varying 

frequencies. The current resources available on the website did need improvements as not all 

RAs found the website resources helpful. RAs at different levels of experience and years of 

employment at the Foundation can benefit from the resources in the toolkit as analysis suggested 

RAs valued similar research administration areas, and tasks and processes as essential to their 

role. The toolkit provides a user-friendly platform for RAs to access the resources concentrated 

on the research administration areas, and task and processes they valued as most important.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1. Background. 

The research administrator (RA) role is complex, challenging, and an essential component in 

the realm of sponsored research. Sponsored research is ever evolving, with changes in sponsor 

policy and regulations, U.S. governing law, research scope, and increasing collaborations 

worldwide. Research institutions that receive sponsored funds need to recognize how these 

changes in policy and regulation impact a project's administrative component. It is important for 

research institutions to be able to adapt to the changes and establish procedures to ensure 

compliance with the updates to sponsor policy and regulations. Therefore, an institutions' RAs 

must be equipped with the knowledge, tools, and skills necessary to keep up with the evolution 

of sponsored research.  

Sponsored research is competitive, with multiple research institutions and organizations, both 

domestically and internationally, applying for research grant funding throughout the year. In the 

United States, there are twenty-six major grant-making federal agencies, including the U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services (HHS),1 the largest of the federal agencies.2 The 

National Institutes of Health (NIH), an HHS division, invests substantial funds in medical 

research, estimated at $41.7 billion per year. According to the agency website, "more than 80 

percent of NIH's funding is awarded for extramural research, largely through almost 50,000 

competitive grants to more than 300,000 researchers at more than 2,500 universities, medical 

schools, and other research institutions in every state."3 In fiscal year (FY) 2019, 54,903 

                                                           
1 Grants.gov, “Grant-Making Agencies | GRANTS.GOV,” accessed March 30, 2021, 
https://www.grants.gov/web/grants/learn-grants/grant-making-agencies.html. 
2 Office of Acquisitions and the Office of Grants Division of Grants, “Grants,” Text, HHS.gov, December 30, 2014, 
https://www.hhs.gov/grants/grants/index.html. 
3 National Institutes of Health, “Budget,” National Institutes of Health (NIH), October 31, 2014, 
https://www.nih.gov/about-nih/what-we-do/budget. 
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competing applications were submitted to NIH for research project grants, with NIH only 

funding 11,035, a 20.1 percent success rate.4 The success of the research portfolios of 

universities, non-profit organizations, and other research conducting institutions is dependent on 

the knowledge and experience of an RA. The training and learning for RAs need to continue, 

beyond initial education and employment onboarding. The knowledge of research administration 

processes, procedures, requirements, and regulations is constantly changing, resulting in the 

continuous need for training and learning by the RA.  

The author of this Capstone Project works for a private, not-for-profit foundation 

(Foundation) charged with managing the sponsored research programs conducted by the 

scientists at the New York State Department of Mental Hygiene Institutes. Funding comes from 

various entities such as federal and state governments, non-profit organizations, and private 

foundations. The majority of the Foundation's sponsored projects, roughly 75 percent, are funded 

by the federal government, specifically from the NIH. For the Foundation, it is imperative to stay 

highly competitive in applying for federally sponsored funds and maintaining compliance with 

federal regulations. The Foundation's research administrators are vital in making this happen. 

1.2. Statement of the Problem. 

For this Capstone Project, the author reflected on the daily interactions with RAs at the 

Foundation, observing gaps in knowledge of internal procedures and policies, and federal 

sponsor instructions and regulations. Outside of the Foundation's Office of Sponsored Projects 

(OSP), there exists no central resource for RAs to obtain information to help fill in the gaps. 

While it provides some helpful resources, the Foundation's website is limited and lacking in 

                                                           
4 National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, “Extramural Research Overview for Fiscal Year 2019 | NIH: 
National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases,” accessed March 30, 2021, https://www.niaid.nih.gov/grants-
contracts/2019-extramural-research-overview. 
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scope concerning the daily responsibilities of RAs. The problem this Capstone Project addresses 

is how best to provide the Foundation's RAs with the information and resources necessary to 

understand internal and federal sponsor procedures and policies, and how can the functionality of 

the Foundation website be improved to facilitate a solution. The author proposes the 

development of a web-based research administration toolkit to serve as an additional central 

resource for RAs focused on helping RAs in their day-to-day responsibilities. 

1.3. Project Questions. 

The author, through this Capstone Project, will address the following questions:  

1. How can a research administration resource toolkit improve the Foundation 

website and serve as a helpful resource for RAs?  

2. What resources must be included in a toolkit to reinforce the training of RAs and 

support their professional growth and development? 

1.4. Project Objectives. 

The author seeks to achieve the following objectives:  

1. Distribute a questionnaire to RAs to: 

a) Assess the RAs frequency of use of the current Foundation website and 

understand how helpful RAs find the website. 

b) Obtain feedback from RAs, on topics they identify as essential and 

beneficial in performing their role.  

2. Develop an easily accessible resource toolkit on the website for RAs containing 

content that will support them in their duties and professional growth. 

3. Leverage the Foundation website and toolkit as an extension of the OSP to foster 

better communication with RAs. 
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1.5. Significance. 

The toolkit would be a valuable asset for the Foundation's RAs. For new RAs to the 

Foundation, the toolkit can reinforce initial training received, for more seasoned RAs, a refresher 

on skills, internal procedures, and other sponsored projects content. Further, as changes in an 

RAs' responsibilities do occur, such as an RA transitioning from pre-award to post-award duties, 

the toolkit can help alleviate some of the transition difficulties an RA may encounter.  

It is vital for RAs to grow professionally and for the Foundation to invest and support this 

growth. With access to resources, RAs can feel confident in using internal systems and 

understanding internal procedures and be versed in their responsibilities as stewards of federal 

and other extramural funding. The toolkit can also help build a foundation for better 

communication between research departments and the Foundation's OSP.  

1.6 Exclusions and Limitations. 

The author will not distribute the questionnaire to Principal Investigators (PIs) at this time. 

PIs at the Foundation do not typically handle the administrative tasks of a sponsored project over 

its lifecycle. Personnel of the Foundation's OSP will also be excluded as their responsibilities are 

to provide operational and administrative support for the Foundation's PIs and RAs, and to 

ensure compliance with sponsor and institutional requirements. Additionally, the Foundation's 

OSP provides the resources available to RAs on the website.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

2.1 Overview of literature review. 

 The author's literature review for this Capstone Project found no specific articles 

discussing creating and developing a web-based toolkit. The literature review provided varying 

articles on the training and onboarding of research administrators. The author divided the 

literature review into the following areas: 

1. Understanding the Complexity of the Research Administration Role 

2. Best Practices for Cultivating and Supporting Successful RAs 

a. Children's Mercy Hospital Case Study 

b. The University of Michigan Case Study 

3. Professional Growth of Research Administrators 

2.2 Details of review.  

2.2.1. Understanding Complexity of the Research Administration Role.  

The literature suggests that understanding the Research Administrator's role and 

their professional growth and progression and what this entails is a significant component 

in supporting the RA. The RA's role involves early classifications which ranged from a 

basic description as a business manager to having responsibilities in human resources 

processes, maintenance tasks, and laboratory operations.5 Over time, an RA's duties and 

responsibilities have evolved with the changing research environment and migration into 

today's digital and technologically advanced era.  

                                                           
5 Norman Kaplan, “The Role of the Research Administrator,” Administrative Science Quarterly 4, no. 1 (1959): 20–
42, https://doi.org/10.2307/2390647. 
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Hansen and Moreland explored how research administration can meet the 

challenge of staying grounded in the founding principles while still adapting to the 

changing environment. They believed the following circumstances invoked the need for 

research offices to reevaluate and evolve and included 1) an introduction of stricter 

federal compliance policies and rules, 2) increased government investment in research, 3) 

political agendas dictating how and what research gets funded, and 4) cultural divisions 

and breakdown of the relationship between researcher, administrator, and leadership, 

becoming common in the university setting.6 Research administrators could not 

effectively "manage for research, facilitate the grants process, collaborate with the 

faculty, and mediate among the conflicting interests."7 The success of future research 

endeavors depended on research administrators' ability to meet the demands and 

challenges created by the shifting environments, and on the reorganization and 

restructuring of offices of research administration.8 Schulthess and Wacker examined 

how the RA position fits into and impacts the "research ecosystem" and describes it as a 

"jack of all trades."9 RAs possess the insight necessary to manage the administrative 

requirements of sponsored research and prove vital in informing their institutions and 

researchers of policy updates, legislative mandates, and changes on the institutional 

level.10 

                                                           
6 Stephen Hansen and Kim Moreland, “The Janus Face of Research Administration,” Research Management Review 
14, no. 1 (Spring 2004): 43-53. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1070349.pdf 
7 Ibid., 48.  
8 Ibid. 
9 Nicolas Schulthess and Luca Wacker, “Research Administrator – The Jack of All Trades in the Research Ecosystem: 
Encomium of Research Administration,” NCURA Magazine 51, no. 2 (April 2019): 18–19. 
10 Ibid. 

about:blank
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 Research administration is a demanding field, and stress is inevitable for RAs 

who have to answer to many stakeholders in sponsored research. Stressors arise no matter 

what stage of the lifecycle a project is in, and it is essential to acknowledge and 

understand best practices in order for RAs to manage them. Katsapis conducted a study to 

determine the types of stressors University Research Administrators (URAs) deal with in 

their occupation using the Occupational Roles Questionnaire (ORQ) of the Occupational 

Stress Inventory-Revised (OSI-R); five of the six occupational stress types were 

analyzed; Role Overload (RO), Role Insufficiency (RI), Role Ambiguity (RA), Role 

Boundary, and Responsibility (R).11 Findings indicated that URAs, regardless of the type, 

institution employed at, or experience level, reported elevated levels of occupational 

stressors, with RO and RA being the most prevalent.12 As stewards and facilitators of the 

research process, the negative impact of the stress on URAs also has an adverse effect on 

the institutions where they are employed.13 Institutions and research administrators must 

work together to identify and develop appropriate and valuable interventions to alleviate 

some of the stress experienced by RAs.14 

2.2.2 Best Practices for Cultivating and Supporting Successful RAs. 

There are many practices represented in the literature for developing the skills of 

RAs and providing the support needed to ensure success. Onboarding and continued 

                                                           
11 Christine C. A. Katsapis, “The Incidence and Types of Occupational Role Stress among University Research 
Administrators,” Research Management Review 19, no. 1 (2012): 1-23, https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1002153. 
12 Ibid., 17. 
13 Ibid., 20.  
14 Ibid. 
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training for RAs is a consistent focus of much literature related to the support of RAs. 

Wagonhurst, in her article, makes a case for why training programs for RAs are crucial: 

Research Administrators (RAs), familiar with the cycle of proposal development to 
program close-out, must be responsive to changes in policies and procedures in 
their University and department, and must be aware of federal regulations and 
modifications of sponsors' guidelines. Furthermore, there is a continual need to 
communicate policies and processes between business administrators, principal 
investigators, the research staff. The result is a constant learning curve for both 
junior and senior research administrators.15  

 

An institution needs to conduct a proper and thorough needs assessment before creating 

the training program, focusing on multiple factors including, but not limited to, specific 

problems, the culture of the workplace, and institutional goals.16 Consideration should be 

given to the teaching techniques and information taught in a training program; all 

professionals will not learn in the same way, comprehension levels may differ, and a 

professional's time is of the essence.17 Another concern for developing a training program 

is that what is learned during training may not translate into work performance due to 

negative influences such as no support from the institution, opinions on the program's 

effectiveness, and lack of resources to help reinforce the training content.18 

  2.2.2.1. Children's Mercy Hospital Case Study. 

Children's Mercy Hospital (CMH), located in Kansas City, in preparation 

for the opening of its revamped Children's Research Institute (CRI), set out to 

                                                           
15 Carole Wagonhurst, “Developing Effective Training Programs,” The Journal of Research Administration 33, no. 2 
(Spring 2002): 77–81. https://higherlogicdownload.s3-external-
1.amazonaws.com/SRAINTERNATIONAL/VolXXXIIINoII.pdf?AWSAccessKeyId=AKIAVRDO7IEREB57R7MT&Expires=1
617167286&Signature=UlyTmGRevDqcN7iuHt0MZN%2BfHo8%3D 
16 Ibid., 78-79. 
17 Ibid., 79-80. 
18 Ibid., 80-81. 
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improve the onboarding program for its research faculty, specifically those new to 

the hospital. The Research Faculty Onboarding Program (RFOP) formed in July 

2016, with the following aims and goals:  

 (1) increase new researcher productivity, (2) train new research faculty on 
centralized knowledge critical to the organizational culture, (3) engage new 
research faculty with the research culture, and (4) connect new research 
faculty with different research departments throughout the organization. 
The goal was to provide the necessary tangible and intangible resources to 
become fully functioning investigators at Children's Mercy.19  

 

Essential to the RFOPs formation was defining onboarding, recognizing the 

inadequacy of current programs to integrate and develop incoming investigators, 

and identifying a single orientation event was not sufficient preparation.20 The 

committee charged with the RFOP formation sought to understand the stakeholders' 

perspective, especially the recently hired research faculty perspective.21 The 

collective feedback received indicated a comprehensive program is critical to 

"increase employee productivity, improve retention rates, provide memorable 

information, and reduce conflicting redundancies in new employee education."22 

Another significant component of program development was to identify the best 

method for presenting the curriculum. The internal website proved the most 

valuable platform for the RFOP, providing easy access to a central resource of 

information for new research faculty members, training staff, and hiring managers 

                                                           
19 Holly R. Zink and Jack D. Curran, “Building a Research Onboarding Program in a Pediatric Hospital: Filling the 
Orientation Gap with Onboarding and Just-in-Time Education,” Journal of Research Administration 49, no. 2 (2018): 
109–32. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1194921 
20 Ibid., 111-112. 
21 Ibid., 113.  
22 Ibid. 
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and functional means to manage the 4-phase program for employees in various 

research disciplines and departments.23 While the target audience for this case study 

was newly employed research faculty, many of the strategies employed by the 

CMH RFOP can be applied and adapted to the development of training initiatives, 

such as engagement with RAs to understand their view and expectations for a 

training program, and assessment of the effectiveness of the current program.   

  2.2.2.2. The University of Michigan Case Study. 

 At the University of Michigan, the central offices for sponsored research 

administration recognized the divides growing amongst the departments 

responsible for sponsored projects' research administration.24 Each department 

displaying its own cultural identity, clashes arose, which negatively impacted 

administrative activities' flow and management.25 Changes in research exacerbated 

these issues. Within a decade, Michigan spent 50% more on research infrastructure, 

creating the necessity and increase in administrative personnel.26 As technological 

advancements proliferated, new software and databases became integral to the day-

to-day operations of sponsored project administration.27 Expansion of federal 

regulations and compliance requirements required RAs to be more knowledgeable 

and assume more oversight to ensure compliance.28 Recognizing the 

implementation of these changes would significantly transform the management 

                                                           
23 Zink and Curran, 118-125. 
24 Sally E. Sivrais and Carrie Disney, “Changing the Culture of Research Administrators at a Public University,” The 
Journal of Research Administration 37, no. 2 (November 2006): 60–67. 
25 Ibid., 61.   
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid., 61-62. 
28 Ibid., 62.   
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and administration of research University leaders wanted to take a proactive 

approach and begin revamping the fractured research administration culture.29  

The responsibility of curating a comprehensive research administration 

training program was charged to the University's RAs themselves; Senior leaders 

chose this approach as it would "build a sense of ownership and participation and 

address the areas of concern for the research community."30 Research 

Administrators Instructional Network (RAIN) was formed, a Tri-annual four-

week training program in which 24 RAs are exposed to topics such as ethics and 

compliance, project award processing, and intellectual property.31 Culture 

improvement was a major goal on the agenda, and to advance this goal it was 

essential to solidify a supportive community space for RAs.32 The Research 

Administrators Network (RAN) debuted in 2001 to provide the opportunity for 

extended learning and open the lines of communication between central and 

departmental research personnel.33 The RAN quarterly meetings served as an 

excellent conduit for research administrators to share expertise, build and 

strengthen professional relationships and offer ideas.34 Some of these ideas 

included RAN Online, a website to upload and share job-related content, and the 

'Toolkit' where RAs can access information pertinent to their job responsibilities 

                                                           
29 Sivrais and Disney, 62.  
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Sivrais and Disney, 64.  
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
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and duties; the 'Toolkit' continues to be a valued resource for Michigan's research 

administrators.35 

Another critical point in the plan to improve the research administration 

culture at the University was to assess the reasons behind the departments' 

complications and establish a proactive solution to ensure they do not resurface.36 

The sponsored programs information implementation team (SPIT) was formed 

and tasked with the evaluation, analysis, and troubleshooting of issues plaguing 

the administrative operations of sponsored research.37 Lastly, leaders 

acknowledged that recognition programs were a valuable asset in bringing 

cultural change.38 To recognize the hard work, service, and contributions of RAs, 

the Office of the Vice President of Research (OVPR) implemented two annual 

awards, the Distinguished Research Administrator and the Exceptional Service 

Award.39 

2.2.3. Professional Growth of Research Administrators. 

 Johnson explains that institutions invest significant time and effort to supporting 

their investigators and advises this should also be the case for institutions' RAs.40 

Investment into the professional development of an RA is vital given they "sustain the 

ongoing research enterprise with leadership, management, and day-to-day service."41 The 

                                                           
35 Sivrais and Disney, 64. 
36 Ibid., 65. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid., 66. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Dorothy Johnson, “Why Does Professional Development Matter?,” NCURA Magazine 50, no. 6 (December 2018): 
27. https://www.ncura.edu/Portals/0/Docs/Magazine/2018/December2018_NCURAMagazine.pdf 
41 Ibid., 27.  
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formal education path is minimal for RAs as there are no bachelor's degree programs and 

very few master's degree programs.42 Therefore, institutional support for professional 

development is vital for the many individuals who enter the field by happenstance.43 The 

success of an institution's research endeavors is heavily dependent on the innovative 

science its researcher's conduct; however, an argument can be made that the 

administration and management of research hold considerable weight in that success as 

well.44  

 Sprague and DiFranzo offer a different approach to the professional development 

of RAs, focusing on adopting a growth mindset.45  Research administration remains in a 

state of fluidity; changes can and will occur at any point, whether it be within the 

lifecycle of a project, transitions in institutional leadership, governing legislature, or a 

new grants management software, necessitating an RA to adapt quickly and approach 

challenges with a proactive mindset.46 It is a demanding field to work in and is not 

without its stressors, but with a growth mindset, RAs can identify them and learn to 

manage such situations.47 The administration of a sponsored research project involves the 

coordination and cooperation of personnel from different offices and departments, so 

RAs must be willing to work within a team and learn from their peers to grow 

professionally.48 

                                                           
42 Johnson, 27. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Jamie Sprague and Isabella DiFranzo, “Adopting a Growth Mindset in Research Administration to Create New 
Horizons,” NCURA Magazine 51, no. 4 (August 2019): 4–5. 
https://www.ncura.edu/Portals/0/Docs/Magazine/2019/August2019_NCURAMagazine.pdf 
46 Ibid., 4. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid.  
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Many research administrators do not enter the profession with formal training in 

research administration and instead come from other disciplines and career paths.49 A 

growth mindset becomes crucial in this circumstance; it allows an organization to 

recognize the opportunity to nurture and develop the skills a new RA already possesses 

while providing the resources for them to learn new ones and foster a culture of support 

and growth.50 Sprague and DiFranzo also offer insight on how organizations and RAs can 

advocate for the growth mindset by incorporating a few practices. Constructive feedback 

can be beneficial for those pursuing professional growth and establishing a custom where 

RAs and other personnel actively seek it and learn from it can help in the adoption of the 

growth mindset.51 Further, the growth mindset begins to take hold when individuals make 

an effort to understand a colleague's perspective and position, learn about the duties and 

responsibilities of another role, and when organizations encourage cross-training within 

and across offices.52 

2.3. Applicability of Literature Review. 

 The author wanted to create a web-based toolkit to provide the Foundation's RAs with the 

resources necessary to aid them in their day-to-day functions. The literature review informed the 

author on the importance of understanding the nature of the research administrator role. Being 

mindful of the role is essential for catering the toolkit to the needs of the RAs. The literature 

offered insight on practices to consider and incorporate in the development of the toolkit. 

                                                           
49 Sprague and DiFranzo, 5. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
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Further, the literature supports the professional development of RAs as critical to success in their 

role, and the toolkit can serve as a mechanism to facilitate this development.  
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Chapter 3. Needs Assessment 

3.1. Need(s) Assessment. 

 Through firsthand experience using the Foundation website, the author recognized it was 

underutilized as a resource for which the Foundation's RAs can look for assistance and support. 

Currently, the website houses many links to application information for federal sponsors, 

specifically the NIH and National Science Foundation (NSF), and resources for funding 

opportunities, both federal and non-federal. The website also houses internal forms and templates 

used for varying pre-and post-award activities. These current resources provide some help but 

are more general in the information and content provided. RAs perform tasks and duties that 

require specific knowledge at the institutional and sponsor levels. The website lacks the 

appropriate resources that guide RAs on how to execute them effectively.  

3.1.1. Assessment of Need. 

As a member of the Foundation's OSP staff, the author has daily interactions with 

the Foundation's RAs. Through these interactions, the author observed disparities in the 

knowledge RAs had on pre-and post-award sponsor requirements and the Foundation's 

internal procedures. Outside of the OSP staff, the RAs do not have an additional central 

resource available to them. The author created a questionnaire to assess the need for the 

toolkit. The author included questions to identify how frequent RAs used the Foundation 

website and how helpful RAs found the current resources available and to determine if 

the website was the best platform to host the toolkit. The author also included questions 

to help determine the resources included in the toolkit and requested RAs to identify the 

research administration areas and tasks and processes they thought most important to 
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their role. Further, the author included demographic questions on experience in research 

administration and years of employment at the Foundation to see if there were any 

differences between RAs with less experience and those RAs with more.  

The author also requested a meeting each with an RA colleague, the Training and 

Special Projects Administrator, and the Director of Administration to collect preliminary 

thoughts on website functionality and resources available to RAs. From the conversation 

held with the RA, they expressed they did not utilize the website often as a resource to 

assist with their job functions and many times would rely on communication with OSP 

staff for guidance. 

The author held two meetings with the Training and Special Projects 

Administrator to gather insight on how the OSP could better serve the RAs, how the 

website could be improved, and would a toolkit be a feasible and valuable asset.  

Additionally, the Training and Special Projects Administrator envisioned including 

training resources and content on the website as an extension of the initial onboarding 

program RAs go through. The Foundation's Director of Administration provided 

feedback supporting upgrading the website resources and thought the toolkit for RAs 

would be beneficial. Further, the Director expressed including specific resources related 

to federal funding opportunities frequently applied to by the Foundation's researchers.  

3.2. Metrics. 

 The metrics used in establishing the need for the toolkit were the responses collected 

from the questionnaire issued to the Foundation's RAs. The RAs' responses to questions on their 

frequency of visits to the website and their rating on the helpfulness of the website's resources 
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were used to determine if the toolkit should be hosted on the Foundation website. The RAs' 

responses to what research administration areas and tasks and processes they identified as 

important provided insight on the resources that were included in the toolkit. Lastly, the 

demographic results informed if there was variance in the results of the previously mentioned 

questions between less experienced and more experienced RAs.  

3.3. Sources. 

 The author consulted with an RA colleague, the OSP Training and Special Projects 

Administrator, and the Foundation's Director of Administration in establishing the need for this 

Capstone Project.  

3.4. Committees. 

 Committees were not formed to assist the author in the assessment of the need for this 

project.  
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Chapter 4. Project Description 

4.1. Discussion of Project Elements.  

  For this Capstone project, the author seeks to develop a web-based resource toolkit to 

serve the research administrators at the not-for-profit Foundation the author is employed. 

Essential to establishing a toolkit catered to the Foundation's RAs is to understand their needs. 

The author created a questionnaire that was distributed to the Foundation's RAs to gain insight 

into their opinions on the functionality and usefulness of the current website, frequency of use of 

the website as a resource, and the research administration areas and the tasks and processes the 

RAs find most important. RAs who volunteer to participate complete the questionnaire 

electronically via Google Forms.  

The author will curate the content for the resource toolkit based on the questionnaire 

responses of respondents, current resources on the website, and based on feedback from the 

meetings with the Training and Special Projects Administrator and the Foundation's Director of 

Administration. A mock version of the web-based resource toolkit will be created for review and 

future implementation by the Foundation's OSP leadership.  
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Chapter 5. Methodology 

5.1. Methodology Overview.  

 The author first reviewed the resources currently available to RAs on the Foundation's 

website and found improvements that could be made to the resources' content and presentation. 

The next step was to understand how often RAs visited the website and their opinion on the 

helpfulness of the website's resources. Additionally, the author wanted to identify the research 

administration areas, and tasks and processes RAs valued as essential to their role, so resources 

for these could be included in the toolkit. The author selected a questionnaire to collect this 

necessary feedback. The author conducted the recruitment of respondents through email.  

 Content for the toolkit is primarily based on the responses from the questionnaire 

distributed to the Foundation's research administrators. The author also took into consideration 

the feedback received from the Foundation's Training and Special Projects Administrator and the 

Director of Administration. Additionally, the author reviewed the toolkits found on many 

Institutes of Higher Education (IHE) websites as a guide to get a sense of the format and content 

commonly included in a toolkit for RAs. A mock version of the toolkit was created for review 

and future implementation by the Foundation's OSP leadership. 

5.2. Project Design and Discussion. 

 Critical to the project design was creating the questionnaire; it allowed the author to 

collect feedback from twelve respondents, providing the quantitative data to inform the toolkit's 

type of resources.  The questionnaire was developed using Google Forms. There were six 

questions of varying types: short answer, rating scale, multiple-choice, and demographic. The 



21 

questionnaire link was included in the recruitment email distributed to the respondents' 

professional email addresses. 

The research administrators of the Foundation were the target population for the 

recruitment of respondents. RAs primarily provide administrative support for PIs at the 

Foundation throughout the various stages of PIs' sponsored projects. In consultation with the 

training administrator of the Foundation's OSP, the author included other departmental 

administrative personnel that performed pre-award and post-award functions in the recruitment 

population. A total of ten department administrative personnel received the email. As 

respondents' names and email addresses were not collected, the number of these personnel that 

responded is unknown.  

Respondents were allowed to complete the questionnaire at any time that was convenient 

for them. However, a deadline of four weeks was put in place to allow the author sufficient time 

to review and analyze the data collected. Respondents' names and email addresses were not 

collected with responses to the questionnaire; all responses were anonymous and voluntary. The 

author was not present during the respondents' completion of the questionnaire. Respondents' 

responses were collected using the Google Forms platform as well.  

The author used the responses collected from questions 3 and 4 of the questionnaire to 

identify and determine the research administration areas and the tasks and processes for which 

resources need to be included. The author selected the top 5 research administration areas and the 

top 5 of tasks and processes from the responses. Formatting and ease of use were additional 

factors to the establishment of the toolkit. For this, the author reviewed examples of toolkits at 

many IHEs. The project's final product was a mock version of the toolkit, created using the free 
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online website development platform, Wix. The mock version toolkit will be presented to the 

Foundation's OSP leadership for review and future implementation.  

5.3. Discussion of Questionnaire. 

As indicated in the latter sections, the questionnaire was created via Google Forms. The 

author included a total of six questions on the questionnaire. The questions are as follows:  

1. During the workweek, Monday – Friday, approximately how many times do you access 

the website for help with research administrative tasks? Please provide a numerical 

answer (i.e., 5).  

2. How would you rate the helpfulness of the research administration resources currently 

available on the website?  

3. Please select five (5) areas of research administration for which you would like the 

website to provide improved and additional resources.  

4. Please select five (5) research administration tasks or processes for which you would like 

to see resources included on the website.  

5. How many years have you been employed at RFMH?  

6. How many years of experience do you have in research administration?  

Question 1 assesses the frequency of use of the website by Foundation RAs. Question 2 was 

included to understand how useful RAs found the current website resources. From these 

questions, the author wanted to see how much traffic the website was garnering and if it would 

be the best location for the toolkit.  

 Questions 3 and 4 requested respondents to select five areas of research administration 

and five research administration tasks or processes they wanted resources for in the toolkit. The 
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areas of research administration options included: professional development, ethics & 

compliance, protection of human & animal subjects, lifecycle of sponsored project, proposal 

development, project management, conflict of interest, and InfoEd. The research administration 

tasks, and processes options included: budget preparation, InfoEd, TIQR set-up, internal forms, 

OS pages, JITs, institutional letters, and F-Task. An "Other" option was also made available to 

each question and allowed the respondents to write an option not included on the predetermined 

list. The author created these questions to assess what RAs valued as critical to completing their 

day-to-day functions.  

 The author included two demographic questions, questions 5 and 6, to assess the years of 

experience in research administration of respondents and the length of employment at the 

Foundation. The author further wanted to understand if respondents new to the field and 

respondents who had more experience would identify similar selections for the questionnaire's 

beginning four questions.  
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More than half, 58.3%, of respondents indicated that they visit the website for help less 

than ten times per workweek. A third of respondents, 33.3%, seek help from the website 

ten to twenty times a week. Zero respondents frequented the website between 21 – 30, 31 

– 40, and more than 50 times per week, and only 8.3% of respondents accessed the 

website between forty-one and fifty times.  

 The author needed to assess if the Foundation website would be a suitable 

platform for the toolkit. It was important to discern if RAs were visiting the Foundation 

website and using the current resources for help. While the frequency of accessing the 

website varied amongst the respondents, the results indicated RAs did refer to the website 

for help. There were no respondents who indicated that they did not visit the website at 

all during the workweek. In capturing these results on how often RAs visited the website 

for help, the author was able to determine the Foundation website would be a suitable 

platform for the toolkit.  

 
Figure 2. Respondents' Rating on the Helpfulness of Website Resources.  

Figure 2. Respondents' Rating on the Helpfulness of Website Resources 

represents the respondents' rating on the helpfulness of the current research 

administration resources available to them on the website. The majority of respondents, 

seven out of the twelve (58.3%), rated the website's resources as helpful. Three of the 

twelve (25%) respondents found the resources neither helpful nor unhelpful. Of the 

1 7 1
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How would you rate the helpfulness of the
research administration resources currently

available on the website?

Helpfulness of Website Resources

Very Unhelpful Unhelpful Neutral Helpful Very Helpful
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remaining respondents, one indicated the resources were unhelpful and another very 

helpful.  

RAs must be supported in their role and have the necessary and helpful tools to do 

so. It was important for the author to assess the RAs' perspective on the helpfulness of 

website resources. Based on the results of the questionnaire, most RAs were finding the 

current resources useful, however just over 30% of the responding RAs found resources 

unhelpful or remained neutral. For RAs who do not find the resources provided to them 

helpful, they may not feel supported and appropriately equipped in executing their duties.   

The results indicated the website, and its resources needed improvement.  

6.1.2. Selected Areas of Research Administration and Tasks & Processes 

 The next set of questions, 3 and 4, required respondents to select five research 

administration areas and five tasks and processes, respectively. The responses to these 

two questions were critical for the author to receive feedback from RAs as it indicated the 

type of content the toolkit should include. Figure 3. Areas of Research Administration 

Valued Most Important by Respondents represents the areas of research administration 

respondents valued as most important to have resources for on the website.  
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Figure 3. Areas of Research Administration Valued Most Important by Respondents. 

The lifecycle of sponsored projects was the top area of research administration 

selected amongst the respondents at 91.7%, eleven out of the twelve. Professional 

development (66.7%), proposal development (66.7%), project management (66.7%), and 

InfoEd (58.3%) were the following areas selected by a majority of the respondents. Of 

the remaining areas of research administration, fifty percent of the respondents identified 

conflict of interest, while 33.3% each selected ethics & compliance and protection of 

human & animal subjects. Four respondents chose the 'Other' option, which allowed them 

to provide a write-in response; each response was different and included updates on grant 

policies, instructions on general RFMH procedures, a list of people & departments, and 

financial tools.  

The intended purpose of the toolkit is to serve as a central resource on the website 

for which RAs can access the necessary information and guidance to do their jobs. The 

author needed input from RAs on the research administration areas they considered to be 

most valuable and where improvements to website resources were needed. Based on the 
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results of the questionnaire, the top five research administrations areas determined the 

content to be included in the toolkit. Lifecycle of sponsored projects, that is the stages a 

project goes through from selection of a funding opportunity all the way to project 

completion, was overwhelmingly selected by 91.7% of the respondents. RAs may not 

always have responsibilities at every stage of a project, and it is important for RAs to 

understand the progression of a project as it moves through its lifecycle. This becomes 

critical if there is a shift in the job functions for an RA and it involves working with the 

project at a different stage.  

Professional development, proposal development, and project management were 

the next research administration areas selected as most important for RAs, with each 

having the same selection rate of 66.7%. RAs selection of professional development 

indicates interest in expanding their knowledge of and skill set in research administration, 

and career advancement. The duties of an RA are directly involved in proposal 

development and project management of an award, and include, but not limited to, budget 

preparation for an application, financial management of an award, working with 

subrecipient institutions, and others. InfoEd was the fifth most important area to RAs. 

InfoEd is the submission software the Foundation uses to submit federal applications, and 

maintain documentation pertaining to all applications and its sponsored projects. As a 

critical system to the administrative management of grants resources for InfoEd are 

necessary to help RAs become proficient in its use.  

Figure 4. Tasks & Processes Valued Most Important by Respondents displays the 

tasks and processes respondents identified resources were needed for on the website. The 

tasks and processes are representative of those commonly executed by Foundation RAs. 
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Other Support (OS) Pages was the top selection, identified by all respondents. The top 

choices following included budget preparation (66.7%), TIQR set-up (58.3%), just-in-time 

(JITs) (58.3%), and institutional letters (58.3%). For the remaining options, respondents 

selected internal forms (50%), F-task (41.7%), and InfoEd (33.3%); only one respondent 

chose the 'Other' option and wrote in grant guideline updates.  

 
Figure 4. Tasks & Processes Valued Most Important by Respondents.    

 The author sought to understand, of the listed tasks and processes, which ones did 

Foundation RAs identify as most important to their role and in need of improved 

resources. The top five tasks and processes selected by RAs were used in the 

determination of the content included in the toolkit. Other Support (OS) Pages was 

selected by all respondents. OS Pages document the resources and funding support an 

investigator is currently receiving and that support which is pending. It is typically 

required for federal applications at Just-In-Time (JIT) submissions and for progress 

reporting, and a document RAs assist investigators with.  
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Budget preparation is key in the skill set of an RA and was the second highest 

selection by respondents at 66.7%. In the application process, the budget of a proposal is 

a critical area of review for sponsors, therefore RAs must be skilled in helping PIs in the 

budget's development and preparation. TIQR set-up, JITs, and institutional letters all had 

the same selection rate of 58.3%. TIQR is the internal system the Foundation uses to 

facilitate and manage pre- and post-award procedures. RAs are required to use this 

system and must understand how to initiate a TIQR ticket along with choosing the correct 

ticket type.  

The JIT requests documentation not required at the time an application is 

submitted and are initiated by the sponsor when an application is under consideration for 

funding. RAs work with PIs to collect the necessary documentation requested by the 

sponsor and work with the OSP pre-award staff to make any changes and address any 

concerns prior to the JIT submission. The Foundation has many PIs who apply for federal 

career development awards which require institutional support letters. RAs are tasked 

with assisting PIs in composing the letter and routing to the OSP pre-award team for 

review prior to signature from institution signing officials. These tasks and processes are 

common in the daily responsibilities for the Foundation's RAs and having access to 

helpful resources can prove valuable in improving an RA's ability to execute these tasks 

and processes effectively.  

  6.1.3. Demographics of Respondents 

The author collected demographic data on the respondents, specifically the number 

of years they have been employed at the Foundation and years of experience in the research 

administration field. Figure 5. Years Employed at the Foundation and Figure 6. Years of 
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In analyzing the data for years employed at the Foundation the number of 

respondents with 0 to 2 years and those with 6 to 10 years employment were the same at 

17%. The author analyzed the raw data collected from the responses and of the top five 

research administration areas and the top five tasks and processes, most respondents in both 

categories made similar selections. However, there were instances where the numbers 

indicated a difference of what those with 0 to 2 years and those with 6 to 10 years identified 

as important.  

All respondents with 0 to 2 years' employment indicated InfoEd as an important 

area, whereas none of the respondents in the 6 to 10 years' employment bracket selected 

InfoEd. Respondents with 0 to 2 years' employment may not have reached the proficiency 

level of using InfoEd as those respondents who have been at the Foundation longer and 

need resources to help them as they continue to become proficient with InfoEd. Regarding 

the tasks and processes, all respondents with 6 to 10 years' employment indicated 

institutional letters and JITs as most important for them, whereas no respondents with 0 to 

2 years' employment selected either option. This suggests that the exposure which 

respondents in the 0 to 2 years of employment group has to both tasks may be lower. 

Respondents in this group may not have had the opportunity to work with a JIT submission 

or an NIH career development award that requires the institutional letter.  

For years of experience in research administration the number of respondents with 

3 to 5 years' experience and those with 15+ years' experience was very close at 33% and 

34% respectively. In the author's analysis of the raw data collected from the questionnaire 

responses, respondents with 3 to 5 years' experience and 15+ years' experience made 

similar selections for areas or research administration and the tasks & processes listed in 
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the questionnaire. There were two areas of research administration and two tasks and 

processes that indicated a difference in what was important to both groups.  

InfoEd was one of the research areas indicated to be most important by all the 

respondents with 3 to 5 years' experience, whereas only one respondent with 15+ years' 

experience indicated the same. Similar to the respondents with 0 to 2 years' employment, 

this result suggests that the InfoEd proficiency level of respondents with 3 to 5 years' 

experience differs from those more experienced RAs and resources to improve their 

proficiency are needed. Professional development was most important to the majority of 

respondents with 15+ years' experience but not to those with 3 to 5 years' as only one of 

the respondents in this category indicated the same. This suggests respondents farther along 

in experience have selected research administration as their career path and want to know 

of opportunities to help with advancement in the career. For respondents with 3 to 5 years' 

experience having professional development resources may not be a priority as they are 

still new to the field and may not yet have made the decision to fully commit to the RA 

career path.  

Budget preparation was identified as most important of the listed tasks and 

processes by all respondents with 15+ years' experience, while only half of the respondents 

with 3 to 5 years' experience made the same selection. This is an interesting finding as it 

would be assumed the respondents with less experience would seek more resources for this 

critical task, however budgets for proposals can become complicated and are subject to 

policies changes, the more experienced respondents recognize this and see the need to have 

updated resources for budget preparation. JITs was the other of the listed tasks and 

processes that revealed a difference of importance between the groups. All the respondents 
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with 3 to 5 years' experience selected JITs, whereas only half of the respondents with 15+ 

years' experience did the same. The results suggest experience plays a significant factor in 

the difference between the groups, RAs with 3 to 5 years' experience may not have the 

level of expertise in processing JITs that an RA with 15+ years' experience has, so it is 

important for them to have resources to help improve their understanding of JIT 

submissions. 

6.2. Project Result 2. Toolkit 

 The author selected the Foundation's website as the platform to host the toolkit. This 

decision was based on the website's accessibility and capacity to serve as a central location. 

Further, traffic to the website, while inconsistent amongst questionnaire respondents, the data 

indicated most found the website resources helpful. The presentation of the toolkit and ease of use 

was another critical component. The author reviewed the current research administration toolkits 

available on the websites of IHEs for guidance on how best to structure and organize the toolkit.  

 The resources included in the toolkit were based on the questionnaire responses of the 

Foundation's RAs. The data collected from questions 3 and 4 of the questionnaire indicated to the 

author the areas of research administration and the tasks and processes RAs valued most and they 

identified as necessary to execute their duties. The author focused on providing content for the top 

five selections of questions 3 and 4. The top selections for the areas of research administration 

question were lifecycle of sponsored projects, professional development, proposal development, 

project management, and InfoEd. The top selections for the tasks and processes question were OS 

pages, budget preparation, TIQR set up, JITs, and institutional letters.   

The toolkit includes an introduction page with links to the six categories of the toolkit. 

Lifecyle of Sponsored Projects is the first category, and the page provides a visual representation 
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of the lifecycle along with explanations of each stage of a project's lifecycle. OSP Processes & 

Procedures follows as the second category, explaining how the Foundation's OSP facilitates the 

management of all projects through the internal TIQR system, and the institutional forms RAs will 

typically need to have prepared; this section provides links to the TIQR guideline manual, example 

TIQR tickets and the templates for the institutional forms. Pre-Award Resources is the third 

category focusing on proposal development and post- submission. Proposal development includes 

resources for application deadlines & review policy, budget preparation, subawards, and NIH K 

grants, and a section dedicated to T32 grants, resources for the T32 grants are in the development 

stages. Post-submission resources include those for JITs and OS Pages. The resources come in 

various forms such as guidelines, templates, instructions, manuals, and checklists.  

InfoEd has a dedicated page in the toolkit and is set up to include training videos to 

introduce the software, help guide RAs through building an application, and set up the budget 

along with guidance on troubleshooting any budgetary issues that may arise. The Foundation's 

OSP is in the process of developing these training videos. Post-award Resources are the fifth 

category providing resources for project management procedures that include reporting, account 

management, and subawards; RAs are provided links to templates, instructions, checklists, and 

guidelines. The final category in the toolkit is dedicated to professional development and includes 

links to education opportunities, such as graduate programs and certified research administrator 

programs, and links to professional organizations.  

The toolkit is a mock version, created using the free online website development platform, 

Wix, and will be provided to Foundation OSP leaders for further assessment.  
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Chapter 7. Recommendations and Discussion 

7.1. Introduction 

 A research administration toolkit can be a valuable addition to an institution's onboarding 

program for new research administrators. It can serve as a mainstay for RAs as they grow in the 

profession and even for those RAs who have years of experience. With multiple sources of 

support at their disposal, RAs can become more confident in executing their functions. In 

completing this Capstone project, the author presents the following four recommendations in 

building a web-based toolkit.  

7.2. Recommendations to The Foundation and other institutions interested in building a 

web-based toolkit. 

7.2.1. Recommendation 1: The Foundation and other institutions seeking to build a 

web-based toolkit should involve Research Administrators (RA) in the process of 

identifying the content to add in the toolkit.  

 The Foundation and other institutions interested in building a web-based toolkit 

should make an effort to involve RAs in developing the toolkit; this also applies to any 

other programs related to their training and professional development. The literature 

review of the project supported the concept of RAs being active participants in their 

learning and development. RAs understand their role and the nuances that accompany 

their daily responsibilities. They are the experts on what is necessary to execute their 

jobs. The personal insight is critical and valuable to institutions as it provides the 

framework for the content and resources featured in the toolkit. The involvement of RAs 

can take multiple forms, such as assessing their needs via a survey, conducting focus 

groups, and including them on the development team.  
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7.2.2. Recommendation 2: The Foundation and other institutions should make the 

toolkit user-friendly. 

The Foundation and other institutions who want to host the toolkit on a website 

need to allow for widespread accessibility by RAs. Equally important is the functionality 

of the toolkit; it must be user-friendly for all. RAs work in a fast-paced environment 

typically driven by deadlines and perform various duties throughout a sponsored project's 

lifecycle; they must locate the information and resources needed quickly. The author 

found surveying how other institutions formatted their toolkits helpful in the building of 

the toolkit. Further, the toolkit and its resources should not be oversaturated with 

information but instead focused on what the RA needs to know.  

 7.2.3. Recommendation 3: The Foundation's OSP and other institutions' OSP can 

use the toolkit to improve and strengthen the communication with Departments. 

 The Foundation's OSPs and the OSPs of other institutions play a critical role in 

research administration, as many of them are charged with the management of an 

institution's research portfolio. The relationship between the OSP and a research division 

and department are critical to effective and successful research administration. The 

toolkit can serve as an extension of the services and help OSPs provide. OSPs can 

employ the toolkit for communicating important updates from sponsors or internally, 

share templates of standard documents used in the application process, provide training 

videos on how to use software and databases, and many other uses. The toolkit offers the 

opportunity for OSPs to manage the burden on their staff as well. With a secondary 

resource of support, OSP personnel can direct research administrators to the toolkit when 

necessary, allowing OSP personnel to focus attention on more complex issues at hand.  
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7.2.4. Recommendation 4: The Foundation and other institutions should regularly 

update the toolkit as changes occur and issue annual evaluations of the toolkit.  

 Changes occur in research and research administration frequently. These changes 

may include updates in sponsor policies, new compliance regulations, or formatting 

updates for federal application documents. The Foundation and other institutions, PIs, 

and RAs need to adjust and comply with these changes. Therefore, the toolkit must be 

updated regularly to keep abreast with the changes. The author also recommends the 

Foundation and other institutions conduct yearly evaluations on the toolkit to assess what 

is working well and where improvements can be made.  
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Chapter 8. Conclusion 

 The proper execution of research administration depends on the knowledge and skill set 

of well-trained research administrators (RAs). In a role that wears multiple hats and operates in 

an environment of constant learning, support from institutions and organizations is paramount. 

RAs should have access to resources that promote professional growth, support initial 

onboarding and training, and provide guidance on effectively performing their duties. The author 

observed the gaps of knowledge amongst the Foundation's RAs and the current resources on the 

website were in need of improvement and wanted to find a solution to these issues.  

 The author focused the Capstone Project on the development of a website resource toolkit 

for research administrators.  The literature review provided insight into methods and practices for 

supporting RAs after initial onboarding and as they continued to grow professionally.  The 

literature advocated for the inclusion and active participation of RAs in developing programs and 

products catered to their profession. The questionnaire distributed to the Foundation's RAs 

assessed their current use of the website resources, helpfulness of these resources, and requested 

they identify research administration areas and tasks and processes most essential to their duties 

where improvement of the resources was needed. The author used questionnaire data to 

determine the content included in the resulting toolkit.  

 The toolkit is intended to be a secondary source of support and information for the 

Foundation's RAs. The resources available to them in the toolkit will provide guidance on 

internal pre-award and post-award functions, professional development opportunities, and 

additional research administration topics. Further, the toolkit is intended to help the Foundation's 

OSP better facilitate communication of updates and other necessary information to RAs.  The 
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author created a mock version of the toolkit for further review and approval by the Foundation's 

OSP leadership.  
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