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Abstract

The national trend in research administration is in
optimizing efficiencies between pre- and post-award
functions. Historically, these responsibilities have been
combined as a “research fund manager. ” Recently, the
trend has been to separate these functions, each
focusing on specialized tasks. A pre-award “research
administrator” is responsible for agency guidelines &
ensuring grant proposals are submitted appropriately. A
post-award “fund administrator” is responsible for the
accounting-based functions. The two diverse skill sets do
not naturally align — one requiring more organizational
skills while the other more analytical skills. At the DGSOM
at UCLA, this disparity was recognized; a pre-award
cluster among 5 units has been initiated to improve
functionality.
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The goal of this pre-award initiative was to improve
efficiencies, create economies-of-scale, develop “best
practices,” create back-up systems, reduce the time-to-
submit, and develop a “cohesive” unit among the basic
sciences. The development of this cluster was arduous,
requiring reorganization of staff and functions,
realignment of processes on the pre-award side,
building consensus among department administrations,
navigating faculty skepticism and resistance to change,
and ultimately identifying maximum functionality.
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Methods

In initiating a pre-awards cluster, all stakeholders were
invited for discussions, starting with the basic science
department administrators and department Chairs.
Departmental faculty were later vetted to assess needs.
Larger depts on campus were interviewed to vet the
proposed cluster and review their practices. Feedback
from other national public institutions was taken into
account. Weekly meetings among department
administration was key. Negotiation, shared governance,
and best practices were all discussed in depth. The intent
was full participation by stakeholders and partners to
ensure full information and disclosure was achieved.
Finally, the pre-award research administrators were
brought in to help develop the operations, roadmap, and
crosswalks with the current processes.
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Process

The basic science pre-award cluster was
formally launched December 1, 2018 after beta-
testing of shared services. The immediate
success was in bridging the variable practices
among departments as well as developing
fellowship among administrators and dept
Chairs. A tracking tool was developed, as well
as trafficking guidelines for the cluster lead. We
anticipate over 150 proposals to be submitted
in the first year, with 2.5 co-located FTE initially
assigned. Administrators continue to meet to
assess the progress, as well as track the
metrics. A comprehensive review is planned at
the six month mark to reconfigure as needed.
Cost model is based on a formula founded on
weighted volume of proposals submitted.

Conclusions

The initial phase of development and launch of
this cluster was successful. Outlining challenges
in development a multi-departmental cluster,
rightsizing a unit and retrofitting departmental
needs, the importance of consensus and shared
governance, and developing an efficient cost
model are all key concerns in assessing the next
phase of this cluster. Assessment of the
economies-of-scale created are anticipated to be
a key driver in the future growth of this unit. We
will follow up with report of the phase Il growth of
this initiative next year.



