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Introduction

Over the past few years there has been increasing attention to 
the idea of shared services as a model for supporting research
administration at research-intensive institutions. As with any
type of organization, this model has pros and cons. While

there is no one-size-fits-all model for research shared services, this type
of organization generally has the following attributes: A level of centralization
of services that are traditionally performed by local (school/department) 
research administration personnel, standardization of these services across
the stakeholders served, and a Service Level Agreement (SLA) that guarantees
support and level of services provided to customers, which can include 
a feedback mechanism and metrics to measure the quality of support 
being given. 

While various institutions with this type of organization vary in their 
approach, there are three primary models for research shared services:

1. Model A: Cradle-to-Grave
Grants administrators serve as part of teams or pods and 
are responsible for cradle-to-grave research administration 
(pre-and post-award)

2. Model B: Specialization
Grants administrators serve as part of teams or pods, but are 
responsible solely for pre- or post-award

3. Model C: Hybrid 
Grants administrators serve as part of teams or pods, but each
team or pod designs their services in a unique fashion—one 
may have grants administrators responsible for both pre- and post-
award, while another may have their administrators specialize.

In the following paper we outline the high-level steps to launch this type of
organization at your institution and outline the experience of one univer-
sity—Thomas Jefferson University (TJU)—to illustrate the business case 
for this transformation and lessons learned from their design and implemen-
tation. As institutions begin to consider this type of model for research 
administration, it is critical they approach it with an eye toward change 
management, engagement of key stakeholders, and ongoing communication
and monitoring once the new organization is implemented.

Making the Business Case – 
Do Research Shared Services Work for Your Institution?
The goal of research shared services is to reorganize transaction-based 
activities that occur in decentralized units and departments so they become
the core services of a new, specialized organization or group. Before 
implementing, each institution should have a unique business case outlining
the opportunity for research shared services. The business case focuses
on the unique needs of the principal investigators (PI), central units, and
institution at large. It is important to define why research shared services
are a good fit for your institution, which elements your model will 
incorporate, and what results an institution can expect to achieve.

While some institutions may approach research shared services as a 
cost-savings measure (as they might with finance, IT, or HR shared services),
with research, an organization should think about it as an investment.
The return on investment for this method of service delivery transformation
works by providing high levels of training, professional development, 
and cross-collaboration to employees, while breaking down organizational
silos, and retaining PIs by delivering the services they need with a high level
of quality. 

Thomas Jefferson University – 
The Research Shared Service Opportunity
As TJU embarked on a new blueprint for strategic action, one of the areas
of focus was high-impact science. The provost’s research strategic vision
focused on programmatic team science and a diversification of TJU’s 
sponsored research portfolio. Research administration was a major com-
ponent in delivering the provost’s vision. The opportunity was to ensure
that TJU’s research administrators were positioned and trained to assist 
research faculty with preparing more complex proposals from a variety of
sponsors. TJU also wanted to ensure that research administrators were
trained and had the post-award tools to manage the complex grants once
awarded. Another primary driver was minimizing TJU’s compliance risk
for their expanding research portfolio. The purchasing function, once 
fragmented and inconsistent across departments, became a centralized
function within TJU’s research shared service center. The goal of centralizing
this function was to tighten the controls for purchases made on grants 
and contracts. 
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The vision of creating a shared service model
was to provide faculty-centric research admin-
istration support across TJU by standardizing
processes and restructuring positions. This in-
cluded enhancing service for all researchers
across campus, ensuring consistent processes
and procedures across schools and depart-
ments, and providing grants management staff
a clear career path and an opportunity to grow
their careers by providing opportunities for 
professional development and networking. 

Implementation Steps
Implementation is a multi-step process that does
not follow a defined footprint. As such, you
should allow your institution ample time to eval-
uate, redefine, and adjust the project implemen-
tation timeline, where appropriate. The circuit
breaker steps, highlighted in figure 1, are nec-
essary components of any implementation.
These defined steps allow project stakeholders
to step back and re-evaluate the project goals
and institutional impact of the proposed service
delivery model. Figure 1 is a sample phased
timeline for implementation of a research
shared service center. 

Lessons Learned
Implementing any new organization has its chal-
lenges, and a research shared service group is
no exception. Indeed, because this type of office
is integral to the success of PIs and research fac-
ulty, it tends to garner much more attention at
institutions than other types of organizational
change (e.g. an HR or IT shared service organ-
ization). 

While TJU’s shared service implementation
was ultimately successful, there were several
critical lessons learned from their process:

1. Identify the Decision Makers: It is impor-
tant to have a clear leader at the helm during
a shared service implementation. It should
be clear which person or governing body
has authority to make the final decisions. As
much feedback as you are garnering during
this process, keep in mind there will be dis-
agreements. There will be points of impasse
and someone at your organization with po-
litical clout and authority should be on point
to make a final decision and provide an ex-
planation for that decision. While this oc-
curred later in the TJU implementation, it
was not immediately clear in the early stages
who had ultimate decision-making authority.
This caused some confusion at critical junc-
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“…it is important to create clear and
broad-reaching messaging to the research 

community as the implementation moves forward.”

tures that could have been avoided with a stronger governance structure
in place. 

2. Create a Clear Career Path: One of TJU’s stated goals for implementing
a shared service organization was the creation of a clear career path
for research administrators. In creating the new positions that would
be part of the shared service group, an attempt was made to differen-
tiate between levels of grants administrators in order to accomplish
this goal. While this worked to some degree, it was not until after im-
plementation that a new grants coordinator position was created. This
position became an entry-level job with the primary responsibility for
taking on the administrative tasks of each team. This became the gate-
way position for employees to enter the organization and grow into the
grants administrator I role. Had this been clearly defined at implemen-
tation, better support could have been provided for grants administra-
tors as they learned their new portfolios. 

3. Define Flex: A benefit of this type of research administration support
is the ability for team members to provide the same type and level of
support, no matter what school or department is being served. This is
why it is critically important to develop standard operating procedures
and an SLA between the new organization and its customers. There is,
however, also a need to define the term “flex” within the shared services
group. This is often a confusing proposition because many universities
are not accustomed to having standardized operating procedures for
tasks across schools and departments. Many schools and departments
are given almost complete autonomy within the organization for most
tasks, and research administration support is no exception. Using team
members across shared service teams and flexing support when one team
is busier than another is a learned skill rather than something that occurs
naturally within the group. This idea of flex should have been better de-
fined at TJU, with pilot groups employed prior to full implementation. 

4. Phase Implementation: Inclusion of departments within the research
shared service center should span several phases, starting with the units
most in need of the service. The last phase should include those de-
partments that previously had established research administrators at
the local level.

Conclusion
A research shared services organization has the potential to bring a con-
sistent and high level of service to PIs, while also minimizing compliance
risk and ensuring research administrators serving schools and departments
are skilled, trained professionals. However, in order to make the transition
to this type of organization, research-intensive institutions must approach
the process thoughtfully and with attention toward change management
and data-driven decisions. Considering the value proposition of this type
of change, followed by a detailed assessment of the current state of research
administration, is vital. Once a course of action is agreed upon, with clear
decision makers at the helm, it is important to create clear and broad-
reaching messaging to the research community as the implementation
moves forward. Clear messaging and a continuous feedback loop, coupled
with clear metrics showing progress toward goals will ensure the shared
services organization maintains accountability and superior service now
and in the future. N
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