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Introduction
Why the Budget & Budget Justification 
Deserve Your Attention



What are the Consequences?
• Budgets that are misaligned with the research strategy or budget 

justifications that are inadequate may decrease your chances of 
funding. Reviewers and sponsors may think:

• Your study is not well-thought-out, or…
• Your costs are excessive, unnecessary, or insufficient

• Even if the sponsor wants to fund your project, they are under no 
obligation to award the full amount requested. 

• Costs can be questioned, and budgets can be reduced as part of the 
award negotiation process.

• May cause delays in award issuance



Okay, Budget Cuts Could Happen, but 
That’s Unlikely, Right?

Unfortunately, no!
Examples of real budget cuts to Chapman grants:

• NSF stripped travel out of Year 1 saying it didn’t appear to 
be necessary

• NIH removed a full-time project staff member from Year 5 
and questioned the need for high Consultant costs



Recent Email from NIH (3/19/26)
We are pleased to inform you that the above referenced grant application is being considered for funding by the 
National Cancer Institute. So that I can complete my review of this application, please provide the following budget 
justification information as soon as possible:
• Chapman University:

• Research Assistant: Please explain how your institution developed the estimate for this budget line-item 
expense and provide a detailed justification.

• Other Direct Costs: What is the number of participants for this budget line-item calculation?
• Human Subject Remuneration: Please provided a revised justification as I am unable to replicate the 

budgeted line-item expense based on the information provided.
• Travel: Please explain how your institution developed the estimate for this budget line-item expense and 

provide a detailed justification.
• Subaward Site 1:

• Undergraduate Students: Please explain how your institution developed the estimate for this budget line-item 
expense and provide a detailed justification.

• Travel: Please explain how your institution developed the estimate for this budget line-item expense and 
provide a detailed justification.

• Postage: Please provided a revised justification as I am unable to replicate the annual budgeted line-item 
expense based on the information provided.

• Publication: Please explain how your institution developed the estimate for this budget line-item expense and 
provide a detailed justification.

• Other Direct Costs: Please provided a revised justification as I am unable to replicate the annual budgeted 
line-item expense based on the information provided.



Direct vs. Indirect Costs



What’s the Difference?
• Direct Costs: costs that directly benefit a specific project 

(e.g., project personnel salaries & fringe benefits*, 
equipment, supplies)

• Facilities & Administrative Costs (F&A), Indirect Costs 
(IDC) or Overhead: operating and other costs that are not 
easily assignable to a specific project but are essential 
costs of conducting research (e.g., administrative 
personnel, shared lab resources, utilities, IS&T, library 
services, etc.) 

*Fringe Benefits: the cost of employee benefits (e.g., health insurance, retirement contributions)



The Cheeseburger and F&A
Direct Costs are those you can easily identify as being part of your specific 
burger while Indirect Costs are more difficult to attribute to any single burger.

Direct Costs
• Burger patty (1)
• Lettuce (1 leaf)
• Tomato (2 slices)
• Onion (1 slice)
• Cheese (1 slice)
• Sauce (1 Tbsp)
• Bun (1)

Indirect Costs
• Building construction
• Staff
• Kitchen Equipment
• Electricity
• Water
• Financial/Accounting
• Cleaning Supplies

Just as a company incurs real expenses to provide the infrastructure to produce their burgers, 
the university incurs similar costs to support research and creative activities.



How are F&A Costs Calculated?
• F&A is charged as a percentage on the direct cost base. 

• The direct cost base may be either:
• Total Direct Costs (TDC)
• Modified Total Direct Costs (MTDC)

• Excludes specific expense categories (e.g., equipment)
• Chapman’s federally approved F&A rate is 38.5% of the MTDC.

• This rate will be used unless restricted by sponsor policy.



Developing a Clear & 
Realistic Budget



Start by Reading the NOFO
• Carefully read the Notice Of Funding Opportunity (NOFO) to understand 

the sponsor’s budget requirements
• Is there a limit to the total amount of funding you can request?

• Do F&A and Subaward F&A count toward that limit?
• How many years of funding can you request?

• Is there a limit to the amount you can request per year?
• Are there any unallowable expenses?

• Equipment, Foreign Travel, F&A, etc.
• Are there any limits or requirements for specific budget items?

• Salary caps, effort requirements, etc.
• Does the opportunity require cost sharing?

• Check sponsor’s grant policies, website, etc. for additional guidance



Let’s use NIH NOFO PA-24-176 as an example.

Read through the NOFO to identify information that will help guide budget development.

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PA-24-176.html
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PA-24-176.html
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PA-24-176.html
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PA-24-176.html
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/pa-files/PA-24-176.html


What are our K01 Budget Parameters?
• By reviewing the NOFO and associated links, we find the following budgetary 

limitations and requirements:

• National Institute of Mental Health:

https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/contacts/parent-K01-CT-not-allowed.html#:%7E:text=National%20Institute%20of%20Mental%20Health%20(NIMH)
https://grants.nih.gov/grants/guide/contacts/parent-K01-CT-not-allowed.html#:%7E:text=National%20Institute%20of%20Mental%20Health%20(NIMH)


Check Point #1!
Given the budget parameters, does the funding 
opportunity seem like a good fit for your 
project?



Chapman’s SPS Budget Template
• The budget template is available for download from our website: 

https://www.chapman.edu/research/sponsored-projects-
services/sps-resources.aspx 

https://www.chapman.edu/research/sponsored-projects-services/sps-resources.aspx
https://www.chapman.edu/research/sponsored-projects-services/sps-resources.aspx
https://www.chapman.edu/research/sponsored-projects-services/sps-resources.aspx
https://www.chapman.edu/research/sponsored-projects-services/sps-resources.aspx
https://www.chapman.edu/research/sponsored-projects-services/sps-resources.aspx
https://www.chapman.edu/research/sponsored-projects-services/sps-resources.aspx
https://www.chapman.edu/research/sponsored-projects-services/sps-resources.aspx


Internal Budget Template



Federal Cost Principles

• Caution! PI/Institution may have to repay funds if sponsor 
determines costs did not meet the requirements.

• Costs must be:
• Allowable
• Allocable
• Reasonable
• Necessary
• Consistently applied regardless of the source of funds



• Who are the Senior/Key Persons? 
• Principal Investigator(s)
• Co-Investigators

• Who else will perform the work (Other Personnel)?
• Postdocs
• Graduate and/or Undergraduate Research Assistants
• Research Coordinators/Assistants
• Lab Technicians
• Administrative Support*

Personnel Costs

*Complex projects may require additional 
administrative support. Ask your grants professional if 
this can be budgeted as a Direct Cost.



How to Budget Personnel
• Estimate the time each person (including you!) will need to successfully 

complete the work. Consider all project activities such as:
• Project setup, staff training, and management
• Obtaining and maintaining compliance approvals
• Subject recruitment, scheduling, follow-up, etc.
• Data collection, management, analysis, and sharing
• Meetings
• Manuscript writing
• Travel to present findings at scientific conferences

• Use current base salaries and include annual escalation (if allowed)
• Include the appropriate fringe benefit rate based on type of position and whether the 

source of funding is federal or non-federal

Remember: Personnel Costs include salary and fringe benefits!



Let’s Talk About Effort

Teaching
(4.5 months)

37.5%

Research, Creative 
Activity, Service, 

Etc.
(4.5 months)

37.5%

Summer
(3 months)

25.0%

• Effort can be expressed in percentages 
or “person months”

• Think of a person’s effort like a pie. Each 
commitment represents a piece of the pie.

• No individual can have more than 100% 
effort (or 12 person months)

• What type of effort will you be committing 
to the project?

• Summer, Academic, or Calendar Effort
• Will you need any course buyouts*?

12 Total Person Months

*Before proposing course buyouts, check with your unit for any specific prior approval requirements



Variations in Faculty Contracts

Teaching
(4.5 months)

37.5%

Research, 
Creative Activity, 

Service, Etc.
(4.5 months)

37.5%

Summer
(3 months)

25.0%
Teaching

(5 months)
41.7%

Research, 
Creative Activity, 

Service, Etc.
(5 months)

41.7%

Summer
(2 months)

16.7%

Teaching
(6 months)

50.0%

Research, 
Creative Activity, 

Service, Etc.
(6 months)

50.0%

9-Month Contract 10-Month Contract 12-Month Contract

See: Summer and Overload Pay for Faculty on Sponsored Activities Policy

https://www.chapman.edu/research/_files/summer-and-overload-pay-for-faculty-on-sponsored-activities.pdf


Example: 9-Month Contract with Grants

Teaching
(4.5 Academic 

Months)
37%

Research, 
Creative Activity, 

Service, Etc.
(2.5 Academic 

Months)
21%

Grant B
(2 Academic 

Months)
17%

Grant A
(3 Summer 

Months)
25%

• This investigator’s commitments 
are:

• A full teaching load
• Two grants
• Everything else

• Service commitments, grant-writing, pilot 
data collection, writing manuscripts 
(unrelated to Grants A or B), etc.



Equipment
• Chapman’s definition: Tangible nonexpendable personal 

property having a useful life of more than one year and an 
acquisition cost of $5,000 or more per unit.

• Examples: high performance computers, lab equipment, etc.

• Obtain quotes, especially for high dollar value items (i.e., 
is it Reasonable?)
• Consider the cost of taxes, shipping, and other fees



Travel
• Travel should be necessary to complete the proposed aims

• Dissemination of results vs. programmatic travel
• Does the sponsor/NOFO allow Foreign travel?

• Ask for what you’ll really need
• Obtain quotes for air travel, car rental, etc. to 

substantiate your request.
• Use the U.S. General Services Administration 

(GSA) website to find per diem rates (lodging, 
meals, & incidentals) by city and state.

• https://www.gsa.gov/travel/plan-book/per-diem-rates 

https://www.gsa.gov/travel/plan-book/per-diem-rates
https://www.gsa.gov/travel/plan-book/per-diem-rates
https://www.gsa.gov/travel/plan-book/per-diem-rates
https://www.gsa.gov/travel/plan-book/per-diem-rates
https://www.gsa.gov/travel/plan-book/per-diem-rates
https://www.gsa.gov/travel/plan-book/per-diem-rates
https://www.gsa.gov/travel/plan-book/per-diem-rates
https://www.gsa.gov/travel/plan-book/per-diem-rates


Other Direct Costs
• What else will you need to complete the proposed project?

• Materials and Supplies (including animal costs, feed, medicines, etc.)
• Publication Costs
• Consultants/Professional Services
• Human Subject Payment
• Alterations/Renovations/Rental Use
• Tuition Remission
• Vivarium Costs
• Data Management and Sharing Costs (required by some sponsors)
• Participant Support Costs 

• Paid to (or on behalf of) participants or trainees (but not employees) in connection 
with conferences or training projects

• Does NOT include costs related to human research subjects.



Subawards
• A Subrecipient (or Subcontract/Consortium Site) is an organization 

that will receive a subcontract (subaward) from the Prime Recipient to 
perform a portion of the work.

(Prime Sponsor) (Prime Recipient) (Subrecipient)



Working with Subrecipients
• Requires extra time!

• Contact your grants professional well in advance of the sponsor 
deadline to collect necessary subaward documentation

• Each subrecipient will prepare their budget using the appropriate 
fringe and F&A rates for their institution

• Your grants professional will help you build the subaward costs 
into the Chapman budget considering:
• Subawards’ F&A may count toward your Direct Cost limit (varies by 

sponsor)
• Chapman will charge F&A only on the first $25,000 of each subaward (if 

using the MTDC base).



Check Point #2!
How is your budget shaping up?
Do your project needs fit within the budget 
parameters?



Crafting a Compelling 
Budget Justification



What is a Budget Justification, Anyway?
• A narrative explanation of the budget

• Remember: what seems obvious to you may not be obvious to 
reviewers or the sponsor

• A chance to “sell” your idea to the sponsor for a price and 
convince them that costs are appropriate and necessary

What it is not…
• A budget in word form (i.e., don’t just list how much you are 

requesting for each category – that is what the budget is for)
• An afterthought!



Be Specific!

• Explain why items are essential for the 
success of your project

• Explain how the estimated costs were 
calculated

• Organize your justification in the order of 
the detailed budget pages

• Make it clear that your request is 
reasonable and consistent with sponsor 
and University policies



Justifying Personnel Costs
• Who will receive pay from the project?

• Specify name (or indicate TBN), degree, role on project, and effort 
committed

• Describe what the person will contribute to the project (i.e., what are 
their responsibilities?)

• Categorize by Senior/Key Personnel and Other Personnel
• Include pertinent details

• Salary caps
• Fringe rates
• Salary escalation in the “out years”



Justifying Travel Costs
• Why is the travel necessary to the success of the project?

• Training, recruitment, data collection, etc.
• Scientific meetings/conferences to disseminate study results

• How many trips will you take per year? 
• How many days and nights will you 

stay during each trip?
• Where will you go?

• If destination is unknown (such as for 
conferences in later grant years), explain 
how you estimated the costs.

• How were costs calculated (e.g., GSA 
per diems)?



Justifying Other Direct Costs
• List categories of Other Direct Costs separately (e.g., Materials and 

Supplies, Vivarium Costs, Subject Payment) and provide a detailed 
justification for each category

• Itemize expensive items; include quotes if you have them
• Always refer to the NOFO as well as general sponsor 

guidelines/policies for any specific instructions about what to include 
in your justification



Justifying Subaward Costs
• For most applications, each subaward site will provide their own 

detailed budget justification
• Review for accuracy and consistency with the scope of work

• In the primary (Chapman) budget justification, only a brief 
statement about the subaward is typically needed.



Put on Your “Reviewer Hat”
• Which would help you best evaluate the appropriateness of the 

proposed budget?



Key Takeaways
• Start early! (especially if you have subawards)

• Familiarize yourself with the sponsor and the specific funding opportunity
• Take time to craft a clear and compelling budget and budget justification

• Let the science drive the budget
• Ask for what you really need to accomplish your aims
• Check in & evaluate – is this a good fit for the work I’m proposing?

• Utilize University resources available to you
• Your grant professionals are here to help guide you!



Questions?

Visit our Events website: https://www.chapman.edu/research/events.aspx 

Contact us: sps@chapman.edu 

Virtual Office Hours (monthly)
• Pre-Award: 2nd Thurs, 11 am–12pm
• Post-Award: last Tues, 9:30–10:30 am

https://www.chapman.edu/research/events.aspx
mailto:sps@chapman.edu
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