
● Good afternoon everyone. Thank you for joining us in Financial Approver 
Training for Procurement on Sponsored Projects. We would like to thank 
NURAP for organizing this session for us to present. Little background on how 
this training was put together. Members of post award group which consist of 
department representatives from both Evanston and Chicago campus decided 
that we had to put together some kind of training for staff who have the roll of 
approvers in the departments on sponsored projects. So a small group of 
dedicated staff got together and built a presentation to support approvers at 
NU. Even though this training is geared to approvers, we think it is also useful 
for staff who are also processing the transactions.   



As I mentioned, This presentation was as a result of  the Post 
Award Work Group initiative  to improve practices at Northwestern.   
From this presentation you should come away with understanding 
what is your responsibility as an approver.  You will get an 
understanding of the rules and regulations you must follow and  
help you determine  what is allowable. Finally you walk way with an 
understanding of what the common issues. 
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● Here is an outline of the Area’s we will be discussing.   I will cover the first 2 , 
Deb will cover the final 3 and together we’ll cover the final one and answer 
any questions. 





Procurement on a sponsored project is the strategic selection of an important external 
contribution needed for a project.  Examples of procurement are obtaining a good or 
service such as supplies, services, subcontracts, consultants, equipment, research 
subject payments or travel.  Procurement is not wages, benefits or tuition.

Why is procurement, and the proper implementation of it, important? 
Procurement on sponsored awards,  is process that concentrates on finding and 
acquiring cost effective products that contributes to the growth of research .  In 
addition, we need to ensure our vendors are paid when they have provided such 
resources.  Proper implementation of procurement is essential since Northwestern is 
obtaining such services with government funds and it is our responsibility to ensure 
tax payer dollars being used are properly spent.  





● Rules and regulations pertaining to sponsored projects can vary depending on 
multiple factors.  To ensure compliance with all the requirements related to 
your award, it is essential that you understand where to seek out the 
necessary guidance to navigate the various layers of policies, procedures and 
laws. The hierarchy of regulations specifies which regulations supersede if 
there is a conflict. First, start with your unit policies. It is very important to be 
familiar with the policies your units have implemented. For example some 
schools have restrictions on travel reimbursements. If the charge meets your 
unit’s policies you can move on to the next level which is University Policies, 
again you need to know the universities polices to be able to make the 
decision. Third level is the sponsor’s terms and conditions. You should 
familiarize yourself with award document and review the program 
announcement/solicitation, which may also contain specific guidelines that 
must be followed. The specific federal agency/sponsor general guidelines 
might be more restrictive and would apply in a case where the agency 
guidelines conflict with more general federal guidelines. Last, at the bottom of 
the pyramid and applicable to all federally sponsored agreements are Federal 
Laws or Regulations, including OMB’s Uniform Guidance.





● Uniform Guidance contains a set of cost principles that are required to be 
followed for every purchase on a sponsored project.  Cost has to be allowable, 
Reasonable Allocable and consistently treated.  

● A cost can be allowable but not reasonable. You have to make sure it is 
necessary it has direct benefit to the specific project, and has to be treated 
consistently as a direct or indirect cost.
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https://www.northwestern.edu/asrsp/docs/sponsored-projects-purchase-justification-
v6.pdf
https://www.northwestern.edu/asrsp/docs/multiple_project_allocation_form.doc

Uniform guidance also has instructions when someone is buying items that are being 
paid by several projects.  Or When your buying equipment or computer.     You need 
to be able to justify how you split your costs. 

When you process a cost transfer be mindful to include this documents as well. 



https://www.northwestern.edu/asrsp/docs/charging_sponsored_projects_allowability_
guide_v2.xls

indirect costs represent the expenses of doing business that are not readily identified 
with a particular award or activity, but are necessary for the general operation of the 
organization and the conduct of activities it performs. In theory, costs like heat, light, 
accounting and personnel might be charged directly if little meters could record 
minutes in a cross-cutting manner. Practical difficulties preclude such an approach. 
Therefore, cost allocation plans or indirect cost rates are used to distribute those 
costs to benefiting revenue sources.



https://www.northwestern.edu/asrsp/docs/uniform-guidance-procurement-guide.pdf

The government wants us to be frugal with our money,  they want us to look for the 
most cost effective products,  recycle , reuse and minimize sole sources.    
Cost over 10K required multiple bids unless your using the negotiated agreements  
(NU Preferred vendors).    If you go outside of NU Preferred vendors you need to 
gather all the purchasing documentation and bids.   In addition you must provide that 
information when you process a cost transfer. 



● Including solicitation and program announcement, for example Foundation 
awards have their sets of terms and conditions, they might have budgetary 
restriction, like fringe benefit or how much they allow on re-budgeting on 
budget categories, or they can have restrictions on travel.  

● Be aware of non-federal award terms and conditions they are different and 
may not allow rebudgeting without a formal request. 

● Some federal sponsors use a set of federal wide research terms and 
conditions (RTC) which are noted on the award document. These terms can 
waive prior approval requirement for rebudgeting and allow for flexibility in 
spending outside proposed budget categories. RTC Example: Funds 
budgeted for faculty salary can be used for supplies or to support a graduate 
student instead

● University policies
● Unit policies



● Remember not all the purchases go through all approval levels.  Know what 
level of approval you are at, review the cost; go through the various 
components of the transaction and making sure the purchase can be 
approved. 

● ASRSP doesn’t review all the transactions, we only review and approve, 
Travel expense reports, Subcontracts, Contracted services, Sponsored 
expenses $5,000 or more. So anything that is not under these categories will 
not get reviewed, and will not be discovered by ASRSP until after the grant 
ends. 



https://northwestern.box.com/v/gm096-review-and-
workbook

● As an approver, you should pay attention to over charging the 
sponsored awards, pay attention to the budget and funds 
available to spend, so the award will not go in to deficit.  If 
you’re prespending make sure you notify the approver at next 
level make a note of it in comments.  Then monitor you don’t 
pre-spend for more than 3 months without following up with 
the sponsor. 

● If you see the charge is not compliance with the applicable 
terms and conditions, and policies do not approve, this can 
result in audit findings

● If you stop the charge at approval time this will prevent  
correction journals. Correction journals are one of the biggest 
red flag at audit time. Think of all the administrative time that 
is spent on making the corrections, which can be better spent 
on other things.
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● Increase your communications with your PIs so they can 
communicate needed adjustments to you.  If you see your 
office submitting correction after correction then there is 
business process problem.  You should investigate and see 
how to improve this issue.  Perhaps the problem is at the lab 
using an expired chart string -- please bring it to their 
attention. Increase the reconciliation of the accounts, if not 
monthly at a minimum quarterly. Utilize the GM096 report for 
your reconciliations.

● Encourage your staff who are processing the requisitions to 
get training on cost allowability and compliance requirements. 
Do you find one particular person sending items over 
incorrectly take the opportunity to discuss what they are 
doing wrong.   



















It’s helpful to know what other approvers in the workflow are reviewing and 
evaluating.  For example, who in your department or school is confirming that there is 
a sufficient available balance?  
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Don’t just push the approval button and assume someone else will catch mistakes.



Level 1 – $0 – $1,499
Level 2 - $1,500 – 4,999
Level 3 - $5,000+

PRS – Non-catalog purchases for 25k (excluding subcontracts) or 
more and all blanket requisitions
ASRSP – Tangible goods over $5,000 , all grant travel, all grant 
consulting, and all subcontract expenses
Office for Research Safety – special commodity account codes 
(73340 select agents and 73350 radioactive) .  They actually come 
before level 1 approvals.
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