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Introduction 
Developing a comprehensive research budget that accounts for all project costs and resource needs is a 
critical component for a successful research project. Two common mistakes that researchers make when 
developing a research budget are: 1. not including enough detail to justify planned project expenses; or 
2. not capturing the full scope of project-related tasks and associated costs(1). Either of these mistakes 
could lead to a researcher receiving an inadequate amount of funds to cover the full scope of project-
related expenses, risking overspending or an inability to complete all project activities. There are many 
considerations when developing a research budget:  

• Will there be results published at the end of the study, requiring funding for publication fees?  
• Will there be students involved and are you required to provide them with a stipend?  
• What salary and benefit rates will the research personnel be receiving as compensation?  
• What start-up costs should be considered at the beginning of the project to cover administrative 

fees or acquisition of supplies?  
• Will you require supplies, equipment, or other consumables to complete project activities or 

experiments? 
• Will you be presenting results at a conference or other event that requires funding for travel or 

registration fees? 

It is crucial that details like these are clearly outlined in the research budget and have an associated 
rationale that adequately justifies the amounts.  

Purpose 
The purpose of this document is to assist SCA researchers in developing and improving research project 
budgets and has been developed in accordance with the Management of Research Funds policy (RES-
0002-1PO-01). It outlines best practices for budget structure and guidance on providing adequate budget 
justification. This guideline should be used for general guidance only and as a reminder of important 
considerations when developing a research budget for researchers. It is not intended to serve as a costing 
list for SCA resources.   

What is a Research Budget? 
A research budget provides the project sponsor and/or funder with a clear and accurate estimate of all 
cost items and amounts that are necessary and reasonable to successfully complete a project, based on 
the approved statement of work(2). The budget justification supplements this by offering detailed 
explanations and rationale for each cost item. Reviewers often view the justification as a key indicator of 
the project’s feasibility and overall quality of project planning. A research budget typically includes both 
direct costs and indirect costs (overhead), although the required level of detail varies by sponsor/funder. 

The first step in developing a budget is to carefully review the guidelines of the funding opportunity. This 
allows the researcher to understand what types of expenses are eligible for funding, what the maximum 
funding amount that can be applied for is, and whether there are any special considerations for budget 
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development. Once the requirements are clear, the following basic steps, adapted from Simon Fraser 
University, can be followed(2): 

1. Define project tasks, timelines, deliverables or milestones, and identify the resources and actual 
costs associated with each. 

2. Determine eligible expense categories and any maximum allowable costs, as specified by the 
sponsor/funder. Review applicable institutional policies on indirect costs and confirm whether 
these are eligible under the funding opportunity. 

3. Organize and categorize costs (e.g., salaries, supplies, equipment, travel) by project period, such 
as per year or per quarter. 

4. Ensure alignment between the project scope and the proposed budget to confirm that requested 
funds can appropriately support planned activities. 

Identifying Project Personnel and Associated Justification  
Research projects often require different sets of skills to conduct different aspects of the research. 
Therefore, hiring project personnel, such as Project Manager, Coordinators, Technicians, Statisticians, or 
students, may be necessary if the institution does not have the internal capacity to execute project 
activities or have in-house expertise. Further, the associated costs and justification for each role must be 
accurately reflected in the research budget. For example, if a graduate student or post-doctoral trainee is 
needed in a project, their salaries must be listed in the budget as well as the accompanying rationale as 
to why the individuals’ commensurate training or education is required in the project. For example, 
perhaps there will be data to analyze that will require certain skills only a post-doctoral trainee is likely to 
have.  

As outlined in the University of British Columbia’s “Budget & Budget Justification Tips for Preparing a 
Strong Research Proposal” guideline document, the budget justification is your opportunity to clearly link 
together your budget items and the operational goals of the project(3). To demonstrate, the following 
example lacks detail and clarity, and leaves the reviewer asking, “How long will each individual be involved 
in the project? Why is one individual paid more than the other? What are the duties each one will carry 
out over the course of the project?” 

“Graduate student stipend = $12,500. Post-doctoral trainee stipend = $50,000.” 

A few simple revisions will provide more detail for reviewers to understand the importance of each 
trainee’s involvement in the project. For example:  

“Graduate student stipend for the first year of the project ($12,500). The student will be 
responsible for completing environmental scans and collecting data from surveys throughout the 
first year of the project.”  
 
“Post-doctoral trainee stipend for the final year of the project ($50,000). The post-doc will be 
responsible for completing logistic regression analyses of the dataset using RStudio and/or Python, 
assisting in publications and knowledge dissemination, ongoing methodology revision, and 
presenting the data at an international conference upon the project’s completion.”  
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To further improve clarity, more details can be added to include each trainee’s duties and how they 
contribute to the objectives or goals of the project. It’s also helpful to include information relating to how 
the dollar amount was calculated:  

“Annual graduate student stipend for the first year of the project ($12,500 per year for 1 year (4), 

based on established University of Saskatchewan Graduate Student Funding Policies and 
Procedures). The student will be responsible for completing environmental scans and collecting 
data from surveys throughout the first year of the project (Objective 1: Data Collection). They will 
also be responsible for ongoing management and cleaning of the database created during the 
project as well as data entry of the survey responses (Objective 2: Data Entry and Database 
Management).” 
 
“Post-doctoral trainee salary over 2 years ($25,000/yr x 2 years = $50,000). The post-doc will be 
responsible for completing logistic regression analyses of the dataset using RStudio and/or Python 
(Objective 3: Data Coding), assist in publications and knowledge dissemination (Objective 4: 
Knowledge Dissemination), ongoing methodology revision (Objective 5: Methodology 
Improvement), and will also present the data at an international conference upon the project’s 
completion (Objective 6: Presentation of Results).”  
 

Notice how the skills needed from each role have been directly linked to the objectives of the research 
project, further strengthening the budget justification for each.   

Disclaimer: The dollar amounts in the above examples do not necessarily reflect accurate or realistic 
amounts for these budget items.  

Calculating Salaries and Stipends 
Planning a robust research budget that accommodates adequate personnel salaries and benefits, 
keeping in mind any applicable pay bands, is just as crucial as costing out specific material items within 
the budget. One commonly used resource for determining hourly or monthly rates for project personnel 
is a local union pay schedule. This will list the corresponding level of pay to the appropriate level of 
experience and requirements of the position. Benefits such as employment insurance, pensions, and any 
applicable health plans must also be considered, which can be determined as a percentage of the salary 
applicable to the position. For example, the University of Toronto recommends through their Standard 
Benefit Rate matrix that benefits are calculated at 25% of the total salary as of 2025(5). As of September 
2024, the University of Saskatchewan has released guidance on budgeting for research personnel and 
has a recommended amount depending on the length of the employee’s appointment within the 
research project (10). Researchers must be aware of the set rates that their respective institution 
provides, and budget for personnel with these rates in mind. Figure 1 shows how the salaries of project 
personnel can be calculated based on rates set by the University of Saskatchewan. The SCA may also 
provide guidance around the costing of benefit rates for in-scope and out-of-scope employees, which 
may be useful for researchers in determining the salaries and rates for research project personnel. 
Figure 2 shows how the estimated budgets for healthcare, Canada Pension Plan, other pension, and 
disability are calculated as a percentage of the total budgeted salary at the SCA. 
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Figure 1. Benefit rates for salaried, non-union project personnel set by the University of Saskatchewan.  

 
Figure 2. SCA benefits calculator (Source: SCA Payroll).  
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Project-related Operational Costs  
Researchers should be mindful of the types of operational costs that a research project may incur, such 
as purchasing materials to initiate the project, laboratory supplies and/or equipment, licensing and 
publication fees, or the initial data collection and fees that may be associated with that.  

In a research project involving experimental design (i.e., clinical trials), specific equipment may need to 
be purchased for long-term use, such as centrifuges, blood pressure cuffs, heart rate monitors, etc. These 
items may take up a large portion of the project’s budget as start-up costs; therefore, researchers should 
also consider whether their institution has these resources already available for use and ensure that any 
related fees are factored in. Interventional studies may also require funding for consumables, such as 
blood collection tubes, personal protective equipment, and laboratory supplies for sample processing. 
There may also be fees associated with other study start-up costs, such as the development of 
contracts/agreements, or costs to submit ethics applications to regulatory bodies.  

While non-experimental research projects (i.e., chart reviews, surveys) may not have costs related to 
laboratory or medical equipment, it is still important to consider any costs associated with carrying out 
the protocol, such as recruitment posters and digital content, or data collection tools. Other 
administrative costs should be considered as well, such as whether the project necessitates access to 
paper charts. For example, the Saskatchewan Health Authority charges $7.10 per paper chart to access 
patient charts for research purposes, and $17.70 per chart if it needs to be retrieved from long-term 
storage(6). Currently, such costs are not applied at the SCA, but this may change according to department 
needs.  

If applicable, it is important to include payment frequency details in the budget, such as whether the 
budget item is recurring, like a software subscription, or a one-time cost, like a conference admittance 
fee.  

Any expected travel expenses must also be listed in detail and accompanied by their own budget 
justification. Some institutions will list their own suggested allowances for items like travel costs to 
conferences or other knowledge dissemination opportunities. Specifying where funds are allocated will 
help to accurately plan for travel and associated expenses. For example:  

Travel to conference in Toronto, Ontario – $800.00 (1) round-trip plane ticket – expected cost of 
one round-trip plane ticket to Toronto in summer months. One project personnel to attend [x] 
conference. Attendance will help facilitate knowledge dissemination (Objective #4) and spread 
awareness of the research occurring at our facility, as well as potential collaboration with other 
researchers on similar future projects.  

Note that in the above example, a full description of the item related to travel has been included, along 
with the dollar amounts and a justification for attending the conference, and how it would contribute to 
a specific objective of the research project. Showing a detailed description of personnel travelling to 
relevant conferences will also show reviewers that careful consideration has gone into expenses like meal 
allowances, transportation, and hotel bookings. Table 1 below provides an example of how to detail 
several travel-related costs in a research budget.  
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Table 1. Example of Budgeting for Travel 

Travel Budget Item Cost & details Total 
(CAD$) 

Airfare (Cancer 
Conference “X” in 
Toronto, Ontario)  

Estimated $800.00 per round-trip flight for one study personnel $800.00 

Accommodation  $250 per night for 3 nights at a hotel for one study personnel $750.00 

Poster Preparation and 
Submission 

$50.00 for printing and submission costs for poster symposium 
summarizing project and current results 

$50.00 

Conference Registration $1000.00 for flat registration fee for one attendee $1000.00 

Local Transportation Estimated $250.00 for rental of a sedan or compact SUV for 4 days (3 
nights)  

$250.00 

Meals and Incidentals $119.40 per day for up to 4 days, based on National Joint Council meal 
rates (7).  

$477.60 

Miscellaneous Expenses Estimated $250.00 for additional/miscellaneous fees not included in 
previous items that may be charged (e.g., parking fees). If unused, these 
funds will be returned to the research account.  

$250.00 

 Total: 
$3,577.60 

  

Institutional Overhead Costs 
Researchers must keep in mind that institutional “overhead” costs may be applicable, depending on the 
needs of their research project. The purpose of overhead fees is to recoup some of the indirect costs that 
the research institution incurs while facilitating any number of research projects. While these overhead 
fees do not contribute directly to research results, they are still essential to the institution’s ability to 
continue supporting research(6). Examples of these costs include utilities, building insurance, technical 
repairs, calibration of lab equipment, staffing personnel to manage administrative tasks such as contract 
review and finances, and other administrative fees, and some funders may expect overhead fees will be 
incorporated into the budget.  Researchers must consider whether their research budget needs to factor 
in these costs and be mindful of their institution’s established rate. Indirect costs can be included in the 
budget in two different ways: 1. Price model (built into each line item) or 2. Cost model (presented as a 
separate line item) (2). Usually, how the indirect cost is presented in the budget is dictated by the sponsor; 
therefore, consult with them on their preference.  

Funding sources that fall under the Tri-Agency Institutions are exempt from incurring indirect project 
costs. The University of Regina’s policy on Research Cost Recovery (RCH-030-005) states that any projects 
funded by the Tri-Agency Institutions, such as the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council 
(NSERC), the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR), or the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council (SSHRC), do not have the Indirect Cost Recovery Rate applied(8,9). It is the researcher’s 
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responsibility to factor overhead, or indirect costs, into their research budget as it is being developed in 
consultation with the SCA’s Research Support Unit. Finally, researchers must also be aware of which 
indirect project costs are considered as eligible by the funding institution. For example, the Government 
of Canada details what they consider as eligible and ineligible indirect expenses on their page “Eligible and 
ineligible indirect cost expenditures” (https://www.rsf-fsr.gc.ca/administer-administrer/expenditures-
depenses-eng.aspx).  

Disbursement of Funds 
Researchers must review the SCA’s Management of Research Funds policy (RES-0002-1PO-1). The 
Management of Research Funds policy establishes when the SCA can hold funding on behalf of a 
researcher and outlines the associated expectations. The Research Support Unit, within the Research 
Development & Strategy department, supports the responsible management and administration of 
research funds at the SCA according to best practices and national standards, as well as the review of both 
budgets and grant applications for researchers. Appendix 1 in the aforementioned policy may be referred 
to for guidance on where funds will be handled and disbursed according to the Principal Investigator’s 
primary affiliation and where expenses related to the project are occurring. Currently, the Research 
Development & Strategy department does not charge for services rendered or any fees related to Indirect 
Cost Recovery Rates, although this is subject to change.  

Researchers must be aware of how the institution where funds are disbursed or where the needed 
research services take place will impact the structure of their budget, and whether the institutions or 
departments involved have fees associated with the use of any of their services. For example, the 
Saskatchewan Health Authority’s Research Department charges an overhead fee of 30% for providing 
research services(11), on top of the fees associated with department-specific services such as medical 
procedures or chart pulls.  

Other Considerations 
It is also beneficial to include any applicable in-kind contributions/donations in your budget, or to list all 
revenue sources.  Doing so will demonstrate to the reviewer any funding opportunities already secured or 
in-progress (12). Donations or contributions to the project can also be non-financial in nature, such as a 
partner providing a space free-of-charge for research activities. Other examples of in-kind contributions 
include access to professional or analytical services, facilities (lab or meeting space), patents and licenses 
for use, study materials, travel, or employee salaries including benefit for time allocated to the project (13). 
Demonstrating that your project will be receiving in-kind support will also help strengthen the merit of 
the project and show that the community has a vested interest in it.  

Some sponsored projects may require matching of funds from a third-party institution – this is known as 
matching(13). This could be in the form of in-kind support, as described above, or cash. Examples of 
matching include 1:1, which would require $1 from the sponsor for every $1 that the third-party 
institution provides. This type of contribution requirement is more common in federal grants.   

Ensuring that your budget items and justifications align with guidelines of a funder is also crucial. For 
example, CIHR grants do not allow grant recipients to fund their own position in the project as an 
independent researcher(13). CIHR also specifies that any hospitality-related costs, such as non-alcoholic 

https://www.rsf-fsr.gc.ca/administer-administrer/expenditures-depenses-eng.aspx
https://www.rsf-fsr.gc.ca/administer-administrer/expenditures-depenses-eng.aspx
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beverages, must be directly related to the research activities (i.e., meeting with project stakeholders, 
holding a patient feedback group to refine the project, etc.). Another example would be CIHR specifies 
that, while the purchase of furniture for research offices, grant recipient, or research team is an ineligible 
indirect cost expenditure, purchasing furniture for the research facility itself is(14). The key point is 
researchers must be educated on what expenses their project funder allows and does not allow to ensure 
their budget stays balanced and does not run into any roadblocks, such as realizing too late that a 
purchase is not covered by the grant.  

A budget that has been well-thought-out and justified adequately will:  

• Have budget items with clear and logical justifications for why they must be included for the 
project to be successful;  

• Provide justifications for needed study personnel, including their salaries and benefits, and show 
that the nature of the positions provides meaningful contributions to the project;  

• Include any applicable start-up costs, consumables, or equipment needed to accomplish each 
study objective, showing they have been well researched and priced out (i.e., a mobile centrifuge 
for spinning samples after initial collection); and 

• Include other items to support knowledge dissemination, such as travel to conferences and 
publication fees. 

A budget that is lacking and still has room to improve will:  

• Have a lackluster justification for each budget item, be unclear, or leave the reviewer asking: “how 
does this contribute to the project’s objectives?”; 

• Lack details around the project personnels’ roles or fail to justify them adequately;  
• Fail to consider adequate pay rates for project personnel, based on collective bargaining 

agreements or institutional policies; 
• Be sparse in consideration for equipment and start-up materials, be non-specific about prices, or 

lack detail on what the equipment needed may be;  
• Fail to consider ongoing project costs, such as consumable materials like sterile supplies or 

chemical reagents; and 
• Not include specific details about travel to conferences or meetings or does not include costs for 

publications or other means of sharing data/results.   
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