SNAP Business Process Survey Consensus

As part of the Commons Working Group’s (CWG) assistance to the NIH eRA Project Team, the following comments were received in response to a survey recently prepared and distributed to the CWG.  The survey sought to corroborate opinions expressed and discussed as part of the CWG meeting in May 2001 on various aspects of proposed changes to the Streamlined Noncompeting Award Process (SNAP) business process.  Below is a summary of the responses for each of the questions relating to SNAP posed in the survey along with representative responses (either verbatim or interpreted).  In a companion document a complete set of the verbatim responses will be provided.

SNAP Abstract

Has continued discussion raised any support for routinely allowing interim updates of the abstract?

· Interim updates, at the request of the program officer or the PI, should be an option, but should not be a formal requirement.  
· There should only be a need to change the abstract if there is a change in scope and updating the abstract could be part of the pre-approval process for that change.
· Interim updates should be required when there are significant changes in the project's direction.
· Administrators: The ability to do this would be desirable, and in some cases interim updates might be done.  PI: Not really much value to this, probably wouldn't get done, it's just more paperwork.
· Investigators do not see a value to themselves or to NIH to redefine this activity.  They recommend no updates during the competitive segment; the continuation of current.

Do PIs see any “value added” to interim updates?
· Strong majority saw no value added for grantee.

· The only possible value from the PI standpoint is the ability to access this updated information via CRISP.
· If interims are needed to support congressional appropriations, then there is value.
One additional thought that has surfaced during NIH discussion was the need/desire to revise an abstract at the time of award if there is a significant change in the scope because of either a formal reduction in aims or just due to available funding.  Reactions?

· Yes, if there were a significant reduction in the budget, then there would most likely be a reduction in scope as well, and this should be reflected in the abstract.

· Anytime there is a significant change in scope, the PI should be required to review the abstract and update it if necessary.

· This is probably worthwhile having the ability to do it, but in the majority of cases there would be no need for it.

· If a reduction in funding has occurred, the system should allow the P.I. to update his/her abstract before award.

· Unless NIH absolutely required it, we had no support for revision of the abstract with the following exception.  If a specific aim was not funded, then the investigator might choose to rewrite the abstract so that they could apply to other extramural sources without overlap.  The option to revise would be acceptable.

Narrative Progress Report
What do you see as the benefits for adjusting the submission timing?

· The only benefit we can see from a change in submission timing would be 45 days to put the submission dates off cycle with beginning of the month competitive grant submission dates - thereby distributing the submissions and reviews necessary.

· If the time were shorter PI’s could give a better report and include more results.

· Shorter lead times necessarily leads to more complete reporting on the total budget period and would allow better estimates of estimated balance.

· We would prefer annual 2 months prior to anniversary day since 45 days may be tough to manage

· Submission dates closer to start dates would be beneficial especially for having a better understanding of whether or not the PI would have a large carry forward.  Moving the non-competing renewals to the middle of the month would spread the workload out.
· The greatest benefits will be achieved by increasing the submission interval from annual a longer time period.   We also support reducing the submission date from two months to either 45 or 30 days: this will permit additional progress to be made and reported upon (for the first continuation) and so better reflect the status of the research.
So far discussion at NIH has generated the concern that a 30-day submission window could be problematic for assuring on-time awards.  But there has been some support of the idea of a 45-day window.  What has been the reaction at your institution?
· The 45-day schedule should be fine as long as the award is received on time.

· The 45-day suggestion seems best.  Either 30 or 45 seems fine because either would give PIs more time to include more information, results, etc. 

· Changing from 60 days to 45 days would not have a significant effect for PI's or administrators.

· The 45-day schedule could lead to more PIs not getting funded on time. 

· Investigators who are serving on study sections or have excellent rapport with their program officers are often submitting 45 days prior to the next start date. This seems to effectively stagger the submissions and may already result in spreading out the workload.  

· Some institutions prefer the submission window to be 60 days.  Submission windows of 45 and 30 days would create problems for some institutions to obtain their annual compliance.

What is the reaction to allowing progress report submission directly from the PI?
· PIs were happy to be able to eliminate institutional oversight over their submissions.  

· OK if it is only the narrative, not OK if it includes financial reports. This process could become more fully a post award responsibility - as a report, rather than an application.

· Very positive as long as it ONLY includes the technical progress report.

· This process would be well received if: 1) the SRO receives notification of submission and, 2) if the senior officials of the institution had the opportunity to make necessary revisions, and 3) if administrators are included to assure institutional compliancy.

· No!,  No!,  No!,   This is not viewed as a good idea.  We feel the submission of any data directly to a funding agency could violate patent rights,  and/or compromise our technology.

If we pursue the idea of other–than annual submission, what is seen as a benefit for the PI & Institution?
· This idea allows for less paperwork and fewer reports, which is beneficial to the PI and the institution.
· The PI's administrative duties would be reduced over the life of the project leaving more time for research.  Additionally, each report would reflect a larger aggregation of research so a more comprehensive snapshot of the progress would be presented.
· PI’s all felt that an annual report was the appropriate timing for progress reports.  Most investigators felt that the anniversary date was a good approach and they preferred it to other proposed scenarios.

· An annual account of activity is good for the investigator.  These reports are short, and not difficult to write.

· PI’s all felt that an annual report was the appropriate timing for progress reports.  If one had only a three year grant, then a two year progress report might be too close to the close of the grant.  There was some support for an initial 18-month report that allowed for staffing issues on a new award to be addressed and some productive scientific goals to be accomplished.

· Although annual submission assists both the PI and the institution monitor expenses by doing a review at least once a year, the PI would see something else as a benefit so that they can concentrate on the science. The institution would probably need to do unofficial reports more frequently to ensure compliance.

· Changing the timing for the progress report opens the door for non-reporting of information because it happened over a year ago and PIs may start to believe NIH is loosely monitoring projects.

Some NIH discussion has stimulated interest in redefining what we really need as part of a progress report (many NIH program officials already send out supplemental instructions).  There was even one suggestion to incorporate specific questions.  What would be a PI’s reaction to answering specific Qs in addition to or in lieu of just free-form narrative as is submitted now?

· Our faculty would prefer to keep the free form narrative without specific questions. Other agencies have included questions as well as free form narratives in their progress reports.  Inclusion of both formats in a single report has caused confusion among some PIs.  We suggest that either one or the other format be used but not both.  

· Some PI's would view the structure of questions as helpful, in that they would then know exactly what was required to be provided in the way of information in these reports.  Others will feel restricted (This could be eliminated by also allowing free-form narrative in addition to answering specific questions).  

· If NIH requires specific information as part of the progress report, the specific questions should be included as part of the Annual Progress Form. 

· Investigators would respond well to specific questions.  However, they do desire the flexibility that a free-form narrative gives them to truly describe their progress.  The idea of supplemental instructions was supported and encouraged if it helped better define what NIH was looking for in these reports.  

· They are extremely used to free-form narrative text, and I think it would be hard to get them to move away from this.  An exception might be if the questions were identified at the time of award and considered "in lieu of" … so that they could be thinking about answering them as they conducted their projects.  

· For the most part there is comfort with the current free form narrative and preference to allow PIs the freedom to respond according to his/her own situation.

· Each project is unique. PI's benefit greatly from the free form narrative, because it allows them to express the uniqueness of their project.

· Redesign the form to solicit the information that NIH needs, again, NSF is a good model, which retrains the PI direct submission with notification to the SPO office that the report has been submitted.

Research Accomplishments
How routinely do you think PIs will be willing to use the ability to submit significant changes and/or highlights other than with the annual progress report, without prompting from NIH?

· It is our feeling that, without a specific requirement, submission of data would decrease rapidly.  Some would do it, but most would not - they have too many demands on their time to do something like this voluntarily.

· Would not expect a significant number of non-annual submission except when a significant finding is made that requires modification of the project.

· PI’s are not going to submit without a requirement or a prompt from the Program Officer.  

· PI’s are not going to submit without a requirement or a prompt from the Program Officer.  If the program officer has a need to get an update on the investigator's specific scientific project, they welcome a call and a phone discussion.  They did not see any value to running to the Commons website to enter a bullet.  They'd prefer to publish a paper presenting the significant advances in their field.
If NIH does a better education job so that a PI knows this information is used for Congressional justifications and other NIH budget justifications, will this increase a PI’s willingness to provide interim updates?

· Dept Admins: Not likely to happen. It may increase their willingness to do it, but as far as whether they actually will.

·  PI’s: Yes, absolutely.  If PI's are more educated in the aspects of the big picture then they will be more willing to provide the updates.

· I doubt it.  In some cases, maybe.  But overall, I would say that no - if something isn't required, they won't do it.

· Some PIs would be persuaded but even among those PIs the level of participation would probably be low.  This generally won't reach the top of their priority list.

· There is danger that some investigators will exaggerate their claims if they think the information will be public. Others will eliminate real data because they don't want their data to be available to competitors and they may not have protected their intellectual property rights at the time of submission of the 2590.

· To some degree, though this has to be balanced with increasing hassles for researchers.  Given the increases in paperwork for IRB and a host of other research-related factors, any increase in paperwork and time seems unpleasant.

Any additional thoughts (pros and cons) on allowing bulleted highlights to be linked with the abstract and automatically released to the public?
· This will allow PI's to be aware of future collaborators.  Those that are doing the same type of research, therefore there will be a greater chance of expansion.

· PIs: No, this is fine. If it's a matter of a possible invention we won't mention it. The lawyers will tell us what to include. 

· Dept Admins: There are issues with the possibility of early disclosure or breach of confidentiality or discovery issues.

· I like the idea of the PI authorizing release to the public and… if possible… that there be a built in time delay so that if there is anything patentable, it can be checked out before it is publically released...

· Premature release of information concerning research could be misleading to the public and damaging to our Investigators.  The abstract identifies research hypothesis, bulleted highlights identify technological facts and may compromise or violate our technology policies.  Therefore, all communications with our funding agencies needs to be reviewed by our administrative staff before releasing to other organizations.  
· Not in favor of releasing to the public on bench research. PI’s were perplexed with this set of questions.  They felt that the progress report was a private communication between them and their program officer.  

NSF uses the term “science nuggets” to describe brief bulleted research accomplishments.  Another term might be “science highlights”.  Any other ideas?

· Suggestions include: 
· Significant Developments
· Research Accomplishments and Highlights
· Significant Findings
· Highlights and Accomplishments
· News from the Front
· Promising Breakthroughs
· Any term sounds fine as long as the scientists know what is expected from them. Scientists seek specific guidance in just what information is sought.

· Anything other than “Executive Summary.”

If PIs are asked to separately highlight accomplishments & significant changes as well as address these in the narrative, will this be perceived as an added reporting burden?

· Perhaps, it is additional requirements, but would be more palatable if it were linked to the "congressional educational" concern.
· Yes, absolutely it is.

· Administrators experience difficulties getting some Investigators to prepare their progress reports in a timely manner.  Additional reporting could be problematic.

Snap Questions
Many feel these questions are really more administrative than scientific.  If these questions are incorporated into the general instructions for the progress report, do you think PIs will actually address these issues?

· Many PIs will not address these issues if they are imbedded in the narrative.  They are administrative but directly impact the conduct of the science.  

· The majority of investigators and administrators would prefer to have the SNAP questions included in the narrative report general instructions.  Majority also prefer explicit yes/no format.  

· Yes, PIs would address these issues if there were specific questions that were asked in the instructions. But it is preferable to have a series of yes/no questions at the beginning to answer.

· No, these issues will not be addressed adequately if they are not a part of the progress report. As a part of the report, it allows the PI's to realize how these issues fit in the big picture.

· Admin: Yes/No scenario is preferable which would allow one to quickly distinguish if the question has been addressed.

· A PI who is quickly writing a narrative can easily miss the more general requirement.

Is a PI really in a position to adequately address the issue of a large un-obligated balance?

· Yes, only the PI can really address those issues and explain them.  He/She is ultimately responsible for the conduct of research and is best to describe the circumstances that caused the balance.

· Yes.  The PI is responsible for the proper scientific and fiscal administration of the project so they are aware of all spending and could address how they intend to spend un-obligated balances.  Many would task their administrative assistants to monitor the remaining budget as a percentage.

· Yes, because the PI is ultimately responsible for all expenditures associated with the award agreement.

· No, they cannot.  Many have no understanding of their financial situations.

· No.  The budget would be more effectively managed at an overall institutional review level, which would allow for direct communication with PI's about timing of expenditures, etc.  This way, the institution tracks, from the financials, whether or not there might be an indication of change in scope.

Literature and Citations

Please provide any reactions to this proposal.

· PI’s should have the ability to automatically update.

· This is reasonable as long as PIs are willing to do it, but many rely on the Administrator to format references within the document.
· Investigators thought that the recommendations were sensible solutions to keeping NIH informed about their progress. They supported these concepts as presented.
· I believe this is the type of functionality and direct benefit that will entice the PI's to use the PPF's and keep them current.  
· Nearly unanimous support for the concept, but there was some reservation as to how many investigators will actually maintain their individual PPFs to the extent required for this proposal.
· Interface between the Professional Profile, the SNAP process, NLM and on-line journals would be ideal to allow for minimal data entry.  PI will need the option of selecting which publications are relevant to each different Progress Report.
Human Assurances

What is the reaction to the idea of routinely shifting this monitoring burden but adding the requirement of a retrospective annual report?

· This policy would create a burden on our institution, with no relief in our F&A. Today most administrative processes, are funded through our F&A rate (mandated cap), and the addition of monitoring and reporting would increase the administrative burden yet we would not be able to obtain an increase in our F&A.
· Removing the requirement of accounting for the IRB review and the human subject's portion of the annual report would eliminate an important and effective method of assuring that the studies funded by NIH are approved and reviewed by the local IRB on an annual basis.  Perhaps the administrative official could complete a checklist on the Commons web site prior to the issuance of an award?
· I don't think the retrospective annual report adds any value.  If there is a problem, it is too late at this juncture to catch it.   At this juncture I think it makes the most sense to retain the monitoring at the agency level.  I would like to see us move, however, downstream to being able to undergo a systems audit that successfully demonstrates that we are correctly monitoring approvals, and following a successful review, offer an option to waive submission of specific compliance data.  

· SRO is willing to accept the data collection responsibility for the pilot test phase.  Will need to discuss further whether this would become a routine requirement beyond pilot.
· The central office already assures compliance for the institution so this adds no burden.  Preparing a retrospective annual report would be simple because the data is stored in the award record.

· This would be a proactive move toward a more accurate tracking system in this area.

How realistic is it to expect monitoring of this activity through an A-133 audit?
· Financial Auditors are not trained to look at this kind of material. We have concerns that the training and focus of A-133 auditors is not appropriate to encompass these issues. We have fears that using A-133 auditors for this purpose could lead to an unwarranted audit burden.

· We believe auditors are not trained to monitor these requirements.  This could cause expense increase to our institution by jeopardizing the quality of the monitoring.
· We would prefer to avoid any additional audit items.
· In principle using the A-133 audit to monitor this activity makes sense.  However, DCAA audited schools may well be concerned about the prospect of DoD auditing these activities.  While any auditor would require additional training to competently address this issue, it would seem that NIH auditors would probably have a more immediate understanding of the issues involved.  
· It seems reasonable to me that this could be monitored through A-133.  For all the grants tested, to pull and assure up to date IRB approval would be an easy addition to the A-133 and a means of assuring that the institution has the proper systems in place.

· This would be a proactive move toward a more accurate tracking system in this area.

· The central office already assures compliance for the institution so this adds no burden.  Preparing a retrospective annual report would be simple because the data is stored in the award record.

Animal Subjects Assurance

What is the reaction to the idea of routinely shifting this monitoring burden but adding the requirement of a retrospective annual report?

· Removing the requirement of accounting for the IACUC review and the animal subject's portion of the annual report would eliminate an important and effective method of assuring that the studies funded by NIH are approved and reviewed by the local IACUC on an annual basis.  

· We perform this function as an institution already so it adds no burden.  If we take the responsibility for this, it should give NIH the time to make the award in a more timely manner.

· I don't think the retrospective annual report adds any value.  If there is a problem, it is too late at this juncture to catch it.   At this juncture I think it makes the most sense to retain the monitoring at the agency level.  I would like to see us move, however, downstream to being able to undergo a systems audit that successfully demonstrates that we are correctly monitoring approvals, and following a successful review, offer an option to waive submission of specific compliance data.  
How realistic is it to expect monitoring of this activity through an A-133 audit?
· Financial Auditors are not trained to look at this kind of material. We have concerns that the training and focus of A-133 auditors is not appropriate to encompass these issues. We have fears that using A-133 auditors for this purpose could lead to an unwarranted audit burden.

· We believe auditors are not educationally equipped to monitor these requirements.  That to will increase the expense too our institution.

· There is already a requirement during the A-110 and A-133 audit process to look at the adequacy of documenting compliance with animal subjects regulations. However, it is ineffective and most auditors only give a cursory look of this requirement.
· Quality of monitoring might be suspect.
Other Administrative Assurances and Certifications

[NIH Commons institutional registration and the creation of an Institutional Profile requires the signature of an authorized institutional representative.  By incorporating the checklist of assurances & certifications as part of the Institutional Profile no further signature on each SNAP submission would be required.]  
Please provide any reactions to this proposal.

· I strongly support the recommendation as written.  There would need to be a mechanism to ensure that at least one primary official and one backup official responsible for the IPF were notified in the event that an updated certification was required (so as not to unduly hold up any individual PI's proposal).

· This seems like a very reasonable recommendation.  There appears to be no further need to track this per grant, but rather per institution.

· The assurances and certifications do not change with each application so there is no need for it to be part of each application.  Making it part of the Institutional Profile is more efficient.

· This would be a time saving proactive move. I agree with the CWG recommendations.

Financial Reporting
One idea that surfaced during NIH discussion is to automatically link to the Payment Management System 272 report showing actual disbursements as reported by the grantee and allow grantees to address particularly slow or accelerated expenditures.  Any thoughts to this idea?

· The Payment Management System 272 report has to be submitted within a short period of time.  The person preparing the report would have to get explanations from numerous Principal Investigators as to why spending is slow or accelerated.  This would delay submission of the report, especially if there are several awards involved. 
· This could be good -- but it could also force over-monitoring (e.g., we'd have to define what constituted particularly slow or accelerated expenditures within a given period of time).   I'd want to see some details on this before commenting further.

· The 272 data can be several months late because it's only updated quarterly (and then you have 1.5 months to submit the report.  Also, the 272 only addresses actual expenditures; if you want a true picture of the state of the project I think you'd want to see planned and actual encumbrances as well as actual expenditures.  

· Hunch is that PI access to actual cash flow information, as opposed to the institutional definitions of expenditures, will lead to unnecessary administrative efforts on their part.

Please provide any reactions to this proposal.

· The Payment Management System is necessarily considerably behind expenditures.  Believe it is a handy initial reference point for NIH staff when checking the correctness of SNAP responses, but have serious concerns over its expanded use.

· We think this is a good idea.  It allows each P.I. the flexibility to monitor their grant using either slow or accelerated expenditures. This concept also will allow them to review their monthly financial reports closer and manage their budgets better.
· Internal considerations would be the need to train both PI and departmental support staff to respond in an appropriate manner.  
Notice of Grant Award

[In summary, the concept would allow for a single master award at the beginning of the FY that would include all SNAP commitments for that FY.  The master award would include an itemized list of each of the grants included in the award, and the extent of funding provided for each grant.  The NIH system would still need to generate individual Notice of Grant Award transactions. The HHS Payment Management System would still show individual authorizations.]

How was this concept received at your institution?

· This is a very interesting proposal and one which we wholeheartedly support. This may reduce paperwork and relieve the burden locally for all institutional units.

· Moderate interest from SRO; skepticism from investigators and administrators - high comfort level in individual award notices.

· I think a lot of people are scared by this, just because it is a big change.  As long as institutions are allowed to draw funds according to the same timing and there wouldn't be any lag in ability to draw - I don't see any problems with this concept - provided individual award notices are still provided.  

What are the pros?

· Eliminates paper.  Allows long-term planning.  Allows institutions to set-up account numbers prior to the award.

· There would not be a delay on NIH's part in issuing individual awards.

· Significant savings (presumably) in time and effort to NIH grants management staff.  Less certain, however, of potential benefit for grantee institution.  The current one award to one project method is easily understood and quite manageable.

What are the cons?

· There is some potential for problems depending on the steps that would be necessary to make corrections or modifications to the single master award.

· How do you handle the folks that had a late progress report and we shouldn't be releasing the funds until the report is submitted?   Now that we are not in the loop for the progress report, we'll need some type of exception report to follow-up with late progress reports prior to expenses the next year's obligation.

· This would increase administrative burden  -- one would need to reconcile the Master Award with one's local records to see whether all known awards were in fact listed, and the amounts as expected, and then wait for the individual notices to appear and reconcile between the two.  

· Investigators and unit administrators would lose "their" award notice.  Expect that the SRO will need to generate individualized award notices for internal purposes.  Doubt there would be any paperwork savings for grantee.  Significantly greater comfort level and security in seeing individual awards rather than interpretive documents produced by SRO.

How would a master award, accompanied by an itemized list effect (+/-) the accounting burden at your institution?

· Not a burden.  Internal check would need to be established to make certain that the awards are loaded in the accounting system on a timely basis.

· This would allow the processing of award set-ups on time. It is not dependent upon the receipt of individual award notices from specific institutes at NIH.

· SRO staff would manually match award data with projects.  Post award accounting likely unaffected.

A CWG member followed up with the idea of shifting our thinking from an “award” to an “incremental funding notice”, with any revisions being issued as an incremental adjustment notice.  As part of this concept, the “notification” could become a website posting accessible by AOs.  How would your institution react if the “notification” became just a website posting rather than an award notice?

· Package this with an email notification that something is out there to be seen. Do NOT transfer the burden back to the institution to have to go out there and look for new items amongst everything there!

· I do like the idea of an incremental funding notice, but I would prefer that to come in the form of an NGA via email (or better yet, a data set that is loadable into our system.)  

· Incremental funding notices are fine as such but using the web as a notification technology would be burdensome.  Notices should always be delivered using a push technologyand not a pull.  
· Our institution has university-wide post-award offices that are campus-wide.  Each school has a separate AO.  How will this work on this type of campus?  NIH Award notices are quickly distributed via email. AOs would have to internally generate a notice for each award.

· There would still need to be some way to generate individual award information if there are any changes from the original (ie, restrictions).  Example would be if disagreements occurred, it would be of value for the PI to have an award document with terms and conditions.

Recognized challenges continue to be how to handle transfers, revisions, and grant-specific terms and conditions.  Have any other challenges surfaced through your discussion?

· Transfers is an area crying out for re-engineering - this is poorly understood and administratively burdensome for all parties at this time.  I strongly suggest that this might be an area ripe for electronic research improvement.
· Administrative and Competitive Supplements could benefit from re-engineering.
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