
Case Study I 

The Set Up 

The Dean’s Office received an award letter and contract from a Foundation for $200,000 to be signed 
and deposited to UWF. This was to be directed into an existing 233 account per the Department. The 
L&S Budget Office person looked for a corresponding WISPER record since the award indicated that it 
was a grant. When no record was found, the award was sent to the Pre-award office to review. Upon 
review, the award had terms and conditions that qualified it as a grant.  

The Investigation 

Pre-award researches the history of the funds in WISER and discovers that this and other award 
continuations had been placed into the 233 multi-donor account since 2017. The account was currently 
$31,000 overdrawn in anticipation of incoming funding. The RSP post-award manager was then 
contacted and brought into the loop. In the meantime, the Foundation had also sent the contract to 
UWF, it had been signed and returned to the sponsor. The Department was then contacted to obtain 
the history of why these funds had been directed to UWF. They explained that someone at UWF had 
originally helped them with sponsor contact and submission of the original proposal. Thus, the award 
was placed at UWF into a gift account instead of a 133. 

The Sting 

At this point the PI was brought into the conversation and the following occurred: 

PI: “I wanted ask a few clarifying questions regarding the Foundation dollars. 
 I had a chance to look over again UW's rules regarding the distinction between a gift and a grant. 
 https://www.bussvc.wisc.edu/acct/gifts/Gift_v_Grant.pdf 
  
In my view, the Foundation money seems to satisfy ALL of the requirements for a gift. Indeed this is why 
in the past, it was routed through the UWF and this is also why the UWF signed off on the agreement 
and sent it back to the Foundation (I believe in early Jan) 
  
a. Has there been a change in policies as a consequence of which we are being told to move these 
monies via RSP? If so, please let me know. 
  
b. I also wonder whether these new rules apply to ALL gifts we receive from Foundations?  Or just a few 
specific ones such as this Foundation. If so, please let me know why exactly it applies here. 
  
c. I am told there was a high level meeting between RSP and UWF last week. Was this issue discussed? 
And did the UWF not want to route these dollars via UWF? My contacts at the UWF have not indicated 
anything but perhaps RSP has had other specific communications with the UWF. 
  
d. Finally, as you are all aware, the Foundation is in the process of cutting a check to the UWF. It would 
be really awkward for me to contact them to explain to them all of this and ask them to undo the 
process and to ignore the signed form that the UWF sent to them (in our defense, we just did what we 

https://www.bussvc.wisc.edu/acct/gifts/Gift_v_Grant.pdf


did last year and followed precedents). I ask that we let things go through the UWF this year since this 
process has already rolled forward. I would really appreciate clarifications on these issues.” 
 
RSP: “In the case of this award, there is no question that this is a grant, given the detailed financial 
reporting requirements, the possibility of a refund, and the presence of an end date.  I’ve attached the 
Gift v. Grant memo and the Foundation award document, both highlighted in the key areas. 

To answer your specific questions:  

a.       No, there has been no change in the policy.  At times, the policy is not enforced because those who 
are aware of the policy and its strictures are not always in position to review the award documents.  

b.       There is no exception to the application of the policy.  All incoming funding is subject to the 
policy.  Sometimes it’s very obvious, like no strings attached donations from individuals or other entities 
that are clearly gifts, or funding from familiar federal and nonfederal grant-giving agencies that are 
easily seen to be grants.  In some cases, though, it can be difficult to make the gift vs. grant 
determination, especially when the funder is itself a charitable foundation.  However, if external funding 
is determined to be a grant, it must be managed by RSP, even in those cases where the funding is 
received by UW Foundation on behalf of the UW.  

c.       Yes, this issue was discussed at the meeting between RSP and UW Foundation.  UWF cannot 
manage grants, so they will receive this sponsored funding from the Foundation on UW-Madison’s 
behalf, and RSP will draw the money from UW Foundation into an appropriate 133- sponsored award at 
UW-Madison.  

d.       The Foundation will not need to change how they are issuing the check.  It may be received by UW 
Foundation on behalf of the UW-Madison as explained above.  This does not change the fact that it is 
sponsored funding.  Again, RSP will draw the funds over to UW and place them in a 133- award.  RSP will 
then be in position to submit detailed financial reports to the sponsor, and, if necessary, refund unspent 
funds to the sponsor.  

I see you had a follow up to Pre-Award at L&S Admin.  I can address those questions as well:  

Was this the process we followed last year?   

No.  It was unfortunate that the previous iterations of this award were not seen by L&S pre-award or 
RSP to allow us to make the determination that this is a grant, and to be sure that the funding got into 
an appropriate 133- account. 

If not, is there a reason why things are different here? 

Yes.  Now that L&S pre-award and RSP have seen the agreement and are aware that it is a grant, it must 
be handled as a grant from here on out.” 

PI: “To be sure and clear, the issue in my mind is not that we are seeking an exception (we are not - I can 
go into details but it sounds like RSP wants to manage this). Rather, I want to make sure that we are not 



making an exception out of this situation because of the source of funds. I frankly had no idea why we 
were being asked to do things differently this year and in the absence of any concrete information was 
left to speculating what the issue at hand really was. 

Here is an additional issue - we have a 233 account that is -$31K not counting any January expenses. 
Since we can’t transfer any expenses into a 133 account prior to the grant “start date”, we’ll need to pay 
off the negative balance. Obviously, we thought things would have progressed like last year and we 
were operating like last year knowing that we would receive more of the Foundation money and then 
planned to transfer it to our 233 account which would have cancelled out the negative balance. So, I am 
requesting a "one-time deal" to make sure we have the resources to cover the 31K balance. Let me 
know if this is not workable and I will then contact the Foundation to see what if anything they can do to 
help with this situation. I am hoping that you can help us given that we are suddenly asked to follow a 
different process.” 

The Resolution 
 
In order to allow the transition to managing this award appropriately in fund 133-, it was agreed that the 
Department should transfer $31,116 from the Foundation money held at UWF to the 233 to balance 
it.  The Department can then close the 233- project.  Correspondingly, the budget of the new 133- will 
be reduced to $168,884.   The Department will need to communicate to the RSP Post-Award accountant 
which expenses on the 233- project are covered by that $31,116 from the sponsored source, as it will 
need to be included in future financial reports.  
 
Final timeline from discovery to resolution: 45 days 
Personnel involvement: 7 
 
 
 
 


