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Moving from Research Award Success to 
Sustainable and Enhanced Success 
An InfoReady Case Study 

 
 
The Role of Data Collection at the University of Pittsburgh  

 
Seven years ago, a new Chancellor entered the picture at the University of Pittsburgh (Pitt). 
An important decision was moving research administration from the Provost’s Office to a 
centralized institutional function. With this, it became obvious that the previously manual 
research administration processes – “the email - spreadsheet combo” as Ryan 
Champagne, Assistant Director for Research Development in Pitt’s Office of Sponsored 
Programs (OSP), describes it – would no longer suffice. It was time for its manual processes 
to be updated. In addition, centralizing research meant merging a huge health sciences 
research enterprise with the nearly as large academic one. Most importantly, the change 
resulted in a major increase in the number of competitions coming through OSP. The 
benefits of automation are most apparent when there is a high amount of activity. 
 
That’s when Ryan and his colleagues began searching for an automated platform. They 
benchmarked what other institutions were using, and ultimately selected InfoReady for its 
usability, its adaptability, its customer support, and the responsiveness of its team. 
 
Now in its 6th year of experience with InfoReady, Pitt’s record of funding success is 
testament to the platform’s role regarding the institution’s success in mastering grants and 
competitions processes. Proof? The University of Pittsburgh is an R1 very high research 
activity institution that’s 5th among medical schools in receiving NIH funding, 1st in 
receiving funding from the National Institute of Mental Health, and 7th in federally financed 
R&D funding.  
 
This is a very active research program, and much of the credit goes to Pitt’s Office of 
Sponsored Programs. Funding success is obviously the goal of any research program. But 
an equally critical component – and the means to sustainable funding success – lies in 
capturing relevant data, analyzing and interpreting the results, and then making that 
information available to senior leaders and researchers. With this, continuous improvement 
is achievable. That’s precisely why data collection is such a significant priority for Ryan.  
 
The overarching point Ryan makes is that data collection shouldn’t be an afterthought – 
competitions need to be designed from the get-go with data collection in mind. How? 
“When we plan ahead for future work,” Ryan explains, “we look at what sort of data points 
we want to have and how we’ll be able to quickly synthesize them into future metrics. In 



evaluating program performance, for example, how do we want to plan for those analytics? 
What sort of quick grab materials can we pull out to be able to share with our leadership? 
And when a “quick” question crosses my desk, how can I ensure I have the data to answer 
it responsively?” 
 
The evolution of Pitt’s research thrust from focusing largely on competitions and limited 
submissions to also encompass data collection and research intelligence mirrors the 
University’s history with InfoReady. “Our experience with InfoReady” reports Ryan, “has 
really grown with time. Initially it was for our limited submission solution and we then added 
seed grants. Now we have more than 12 different research categories and 130 
competitions using InfoReady and, from an administrative capacity, we're handling 
everything from student funding to faculty seed grants, staff seed grants, and limited 
submissions awards, even programs involving incoming students. In other words, InfoReady 
helps us support competitions for people who aren’t yet officially in the Pitt community all 
the way to investigators competing for our Chancellor's Distinguished Research Award for 
early- and mid-career faculty. So we really have a pretty healthy variety of use cases and 
that continues to grow.”  
 
“Currently, we have more than 4000 users with InfoReady accounts and 15-plus offices 
administering programs, so that involves a little bit of administrative effort on my office’s 
part, as well as brainstorming with administrative colleagues on how to design competitions 
to meet their goals. We work with a number of templates helpful to carry stuff over year-to-
year, and we also do a lot of copying. I'm also pretty particular about naming conventions, 
too, which is very relevant in terms of ease of data collection.”  
 
 
“Baking” data collection into the process  

 
How competitions are identified internally is clearly a major issue for Ryan. “In designing 
competitions for data collection and being able to review them when we're working with 
limited submissions, using federal solicitation numbers is critical for accuracy and data 
going in as well as reporting out. It helps ensure researchers are applying to the right 
program and also helps us run future reports of what people have applied to through 
InfoReady versus our Huron Click system for proposals going out of the University. And 
because that solicitation number is a unique identifier, it’s not really open to interpretation, 
even where we may refer to the same grant program differently across the university.” 
 
“So that’s the beginning of baking data into our competition, but it’s also important to back 
this up with PDFs of our competitions. While perhaps not the type of granular data point 
we're focused on, it can be really handy for future recurring solicitations to be able to go 
back to prior year announcements and materials so we can compare on a year over year 
basis any programmatic changes in a limited submission program.” 



 
Moving beyond PDFs  

 
“With important programs, it's safe to say I'm going to have questions to answer, and to do 
so I'll need to have functional information coming in as part of application. Before we worked 
with InfoReady, a lot of information was collected solely as a PDF document, which, as 
noted, is super handy but also limited because the data can’t live outside of the document. 
It also meant that a lot of back end reading and coding had to be done to get optics into 
who's applying to our programs, With InfoReady, I can now bake that into the demographics 
or the applicant requirements for applications. Additionally, we're really on top of having our 
academic units listed as part of our primary organizations and include relative account 
information so that our administrative staff can very quickly work across offices to dispense 
funds, including capturing the centers and institutes that might not be included in our 
organizational hierarchy. So I always leave an open field underneath the primary 
organization so that if someone is expecting funds to be dispensed to something other than 
an academic unit, we know that and don’t hold up anyone in the application process.” 
 

 
Good data collection means thinking from back to front  
 
“We've also started collecting faculty position information and defining that via multiple 
choice questions while working off of our HR guidelines so that we’re compliant with titles 
dictated by the University and which appear in our competitions. That’s another way to sort 
data and see, for example, how many non-tenure stream faculty are applying to our seed 
grant programs, or staff positions for that matter. Another data point that’s really nice to 
collect has been faculty Websites at the time of application. That can be a very helpful way 
to enhance reviewers’ understanding of a researcher’s career beyond the CV. And we're 
also collecting at the time of application information about who the applicant’s department 
administrator is, so that if we're making an award we can get right to that person and 
dispense funds as quickly as possible.” 
 
“When it comes to our applications, particularly for seed grant programs, we might have 
breakout committees and ad hoc reviewers who are going to be working with all of the 
proposals that come in, so we use multiple choice applicant questions that allow for some 
sorting on the back end. It’s a simple drop-down category that allows faculty applicants to 
opt into the most appropriate process to help ensure that performing arts applicants and 
School of Medicine applicants aren’t reviewed by the same group. That’s helpful in 
expediting proposals outward, but also helpful for back end program analytics.” 
 
 
 
 



How granular bits and pieces add up to an illuminating big picture  
 
“Whatever type of award people receive – seed funding, planning grants, larger proof of 
concept grants – they’re all considered as valuable sort items because we're interested in 
what the University's overall grant portfolio looks like.  One important piece of intelligence is 
asking recipients whether they're receiving funding from elsewhere in the University for 
projects that perhaps never used a review criterion and thus never came to our attention. 
Having that information helps us better understand how we're investing in projects across a 
spectrum of programs.” 
 
“Another helpful bit of data to collect is a budget number right on the application front end. 
We do provide a budget template, which is handy, but it's also really nice to have that 
number up front to avoid going through 20 different PDFs trying to find a budget request. 
It’s especially helpful to be able to take this budget request and compare it on the back end 
request versus awards to calculate the percentage of funded awards.” 
 
 
Not just data, but meaningful intelligence  

“To provide executive leadership the most useful information possible – and these are 
individuals who typically don’t have administrative access – we do a little bit of data 
collection on the back end of a multi-step review process and generate PDFs that compile 
all reviewer comments that I can then hand to executive leadership for their decision 
making. This would include all of the review feedback submitted alongside the proposals.”  

What's going on at the back end of a competition is something that's become increasingly 
important in data collection terms for Ryan. “We're now hitting grants that have closed out 
and started to receive progress reports which are incredibly valuable. While we’ve had our 
seed grant program for something like 30 years, we’ve never before been able to break out 
the data in such a detailed manner and so early. Now we're in a space where we're 
collecting multiple progress reports, being able to alert our administrative staff that, for 
example, someone has asked for an extension and that we need to work with their budget. 
We have a progress report asking investigators to submit at the midpoint of their project so 
that if nothing else, we can start encouraging them to consider if they may need an 
extension. And for anyone running into administrative hurdles that could constrain 
completing their work, we can also address that through these project reports where we're 
learning about how our funds have impacted their careers and supported their scholarly 
output.”  

“This year, we wanted to really streamline our review process and be able to take a few 
years of progress report information and sort out our awarded faculty who submitted a 
progress report to learn if they then pursued following funding or generated publications. 



We also learn if they’ve already acted as a reviewer or not, and with that knowledge we 
were able to tap into a reviewer pool so much more swiftly than relying on purely ad hoc 
decisions. It was an unintentional benefit for us, but a very useful data grab nonetheless.” 

“With InfoReady and some back-end work, we can generate a high level overview, for 
instance on how one review category performed out of several programs. We're able to see 
the total amount of funds requested across projects through different programs in two 
different fiscal years, and what was actually awarded in any subset compared to the amount 
available to reward. Additionally, we’re able to look at who was in our applicant pool – for 
seed grants, there's a pretty large concentration towards early career – and the frequency 
which people were requesting funds and their purpose. We can see not only how funds 
were dispersed across the various organizational units within the University, but also how 
awards have been distributed across non-tenure stream faculty as well as assistant, 
associate, and full professor ranks. All of this data collection over time has allowed us to 
formulate comprehensive reports in less than a week, which not only benefits the Office of 
Sponsored Research, but makes executive decisions more responsive and informed, 
improves the process for applicants and reviewers, and most importantly, provides the 
impetus for not only sustaining but improving our institutional success in research.” 

“None of this, though, would have been possible without InfoReady and most especially, 
without their amazing customer support team. It’s through their help that we’ve been able to 
not just automate what we in the OSP do, but advance to a tier where Pitt is really in a 
continuous learning and research improvement mode. That’s very much a function of 
thoughtful, intentional data collection, and one all research universities can fruitfully 
explore.” 

To learn more about InfoReady or the Engagement Hub, schedule a demo, or get in touch 
with current InfoReady platform users, contact Amanda or Max at the contact info below. 
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