
Yikes! It is the Friday before a holiday weekend at 4:00 p.m. and you’ve just drafted your out of office message. The moment before you shut down
your computer, you receive an email from your Dean asking you to help with a fraud investigation of a prominent researcher in your area.  “What now?”
you might be thinking. “What am I going to have to do?  How can I help the institution and still find time to enjoy the holiday?”

Assisting in a fraud investigation can seem overwhelming. However, there are specific steps that you can take throughout the process to help you and
the project team work smoothly together, maximize your efficiency, and complete a thorough investigation. In our last article, entitled “How You Can
Help: Preventing Fraud in Sponsored Research Activities,” published in the January/February issue of NCURA Magazine, we discussed the myriad of ways
in which fraud can occur in a research institution and how you, as a research administrator, can identify the warning signs of fraud and help to minimize
the risk of fraudulent activity at your institution.

In this article, we focus on the next step: What happens
when you don’t catch fraud on the front end? You won’t
always be able to do so. We review how a typical fraud
investigation unfolds, your potential role in each step of
the process, and how you can most effectively fulfill
your responsibilities.

How Can You Help 
in a Fraud Investigation?
Once a potential fraud has been uncovered, whether
through your suspicions about documentation that was
sent to you, an anonymous hotline call, or anomalies
identified by your auditors, some form of internal in-
vestigation will be initiated. As a research administra-
tor, you are in a unique position to assist in these types
of investigations. At your fingertips, you have general
sponsored research knowledge and, possibly, specific
information about the researcher in question and his
or her work. Below, we outline how you can use this
specialized knowledge to positively impact the out-
come of each stage of a fraud scenario. 

Step One: Allegation
When a centralized office is made aware of a potential
fraud, one of the first steps is assembling an appropri-
ate team to investigate the complaint. This task may be
performed by internal audit, the office of general coun-
sel, or an external investigator. A successful fraud in-
vestigation requires the collaboration of numerous
parties. When determining team size, the goal is to
keep the team small enough so that the accused party’s
name is not blemished, yet large enough to have the
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right experts on hand. In total, you most likely would be interacting with
two to six people, including:

• Office of General Counsel • Compliance Office
• Internal Audit • Key Management Personnel
• Relevant Dean(s) • Subject matter experts, such as a forensic 

accountant or a researcher in the same
field as the suspected fraudster (to vet in-
vestigation findings)  

During this phase, you may be involved in an introductory meeting where
the investigation team explains the allegations and requests documentation
or information from you. The most important thing you can do at this stage
is to simply be open and honest with the investigators. Keep in mind that
they are investigating a specific allegation of fraud; they are not “out to get
you” or your colleagues. Withholding, or not proactively sharing, informa-
tion, either purposefully or inadvertently, can lengthen the investigation or
give the appearance that you or your department are hiding something.

Step Two: Planning
Once the investigation team has decided that the allegation has merit, the
team will develop an investigation plan, and may ask you to assist in exe-
cuting this plan, as follows:

Step Three: Investigation
Fraud investigation procedures can vary significantly, on a case-by-case
basis, depending on the allegation. For example, procedures performed for
an allegation related to a financial fraud can differ from those for an alle-
gation related to a human resource issue. In addition, not all allegations of
fraud will necessitate a full blown fraud investigation. Investigators will
generally begin their work by performing document review and interviews
that do not necessitate raising concern with the accused party or through-
out the organization. For example, let’s say that there is an allegation that
a researcher had hired an unqualified, related party to support certain grant
activities. At the onset of an investigation, the investigation team may pro-
ceed and ask you to assist in the following ways:

Investigation Team
Action Step How You Can Assist

Perform background review on
the researcher and his or her
work (e.g., review the relevant
sponsored research contracts).

Provide documents for review and/or discuss
these documents in the context of the
allegation or concern (e.g., award
documentation, purchasing files, and/or
conflicts of interest reporting).

Develop roles and responsibilities
for the investigation.

Ask specifically how you can support the
investigation during this phase, so that you
can fully understand your role and required
tasks.

Develop a timeline for the
investigation. 

Based on your understanding of your role,
evaluate your current workload and determine
what can be re-prioritized, postponed, or
shifted to others in light of the pressing
potential fraud.

Develop a work plan, including
identifying what interviews
should be held, what questions
should be asked, and what
follow-up activities should be
performed.

When addressing your specific areas of re-
sponsibility, consider: 
•  Asking: Who is the custodian assigned to

safeguard original documents? 
• Understanding: What are the next steps

for each allegation? 
• Providing: A list outlining the status of

each investigation task that you have
been assigned.

Establish communication criteria. Make sure you are kept informed of what is
going on in the investigation. Ask to be
involved in weekly status meetings or have a
designated key point of contact to which you
can go with questions and additional
information.

Investigation Team 
Action Step How You Can Assist

Review personnel files to see if any
of the individuals on the grant are
listed as a relative or beneficiary of
the researcher.

Provide the relevant grant’s person-
nel information (e.g., an organiza-
tional chart detailing who is on the
team that supports the grant work);
discuss your understanding of the
role of each employee who is work-
ing on the grant.

Review procurement files to deter-
mine whether the work in question
was competitively bid

Provide procurement documentation;
discuss your understanding of the re-
searcher’s explanations for selecting
certain vendors and making certain
purchases.

Review the researcher’s resume to
identify a prior employment relation-
ship with the potentially related party

Discuss your understanding of the re-
searcher’s prior experiences and in-
teractions with the party in question.

Review the researcher’s LinkedIn social
networking profile for other connec-
tions to the potentially related party

Respond to questions that the inves-
tigation team might have regarding
specific individuals noted during this
review.  Share any concerns you may
have had in the past.

Review email communications
(please note that, due to regulatory
considerations, this may not apply to
non-US locations). Inboxes can con-
tain revealing information and, since
university mail is generally the prop-
erty of the institution, taking this
step can be a non-intrusive way of
corroborating an accusation.

Answer questions that the investiga-
tion team might have regarding spe-
cific individuals, purchases, or types
of research tasks noted during the
email review.

Evaluate automated systems records.
For instance, if an alleged wrongdo-
ing takes place in a secured facility,
check access card records and video
surveillance systems to understand
which individuals were onsite during
the time in question

Discuss your understanding of why
and when individuals might be
accessing a specific lab or software
system.
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If the investigation team decides that there is suf-
ficient credibility to the allegation to justify con-
tinuing its investigation, the team will then
perform more detailed work, including addi-
tional document review and interviews. If not,
the team will return to the informant and share
that, while the initial concerns were not found to
be substantiated, the informant’s candor and in-
sights are appreciated. The team will see if there
is other information that the informant can pro-
vide and explain that the organization takes the
issue in question very seriously. If you or some-
one you work with was the informant, this can
be a difficult situation. You should (or should en-
courage others to) continue to share material in-
formation that could be relevant, even if the
investigation team does not conclude that the
initial allegation merits a full investigation.

As work continues, it is important to note that
investigations are often uncomfortable. The in-
formation gathered can be invasive and highly
personal, such as spending patterns and personal
emails. An investigation could also necessitate
understanding the accused perpetrator’s moti-
vations for committing fraud, such as financial
problems caused by a messy divorce, or a secret
gambling addiction. You can help by providing
any background information that you have that
may be relevant and keeping all of the investiga-
tion-related information that you learn in confi-
dence. That means sharing materials and
knowledge only on a need-to-know basis as di-
rected by the investigation team.

Step Four: Closeout
So what happens once the suspected fraudulent ac-
tivities have been confirmed? Often, you will need
to work with the investigation team to create a cor-
rective action plan. A corrective action plan consists
of a list of remedial activities, each of which should
be implemented within a finite time period, be
measurable, and have a responsible owner. As a re-
search administrator, executing some portion of the
corrective action plan will likely be your responsi-
bility. We also recommend that you ensure that the
plan is being monitored, and work with manage-
ment to facilitate regular updates to fulfill their re-
quirements for monitoring. Engaging an
independent, objective third party in the monitoring
efforts can help to accelerate progress and identify
gaps in a corrective action plan.

There may also be outside parties who need
to be notified. Reporting findings to the gov-
ernment, when appropriate, is an important
step. Legal counsel will most frequently be re-
sponsible for keeping the government in-
formed. The corrective action plan can help
keep the institution’s relationship with its
funding agencies strong.

But not every investigation has a yes-or-no
conclusion. Many investigations lead to dead-
ends, and some don’t even get that far. More
importantly, you have now involved many
parties who want explanations and justifica-
tions for their troubles. There are several “sur-
vivors” of investigations to consider – those
accused, those accusing, those questioned,
and those exonerated – in addition to the per-
petrators and victims. Nebulous findings
aren’t uncommon, but it is important to com-
municate to those involved that there will be
questions left unanswered and knowledge
that cannot be shared. This works differently
at each institution, but this communication is
an important step towards preventing theory
and conjecture from causing further harm to
those involved. As a research administrator,
you may have individuals coming to you with
questions. You should work closely with man-
agement to understand and share the mes-
sage that is appropriate, and inform the team
when its message needs to be tweaked.

Conclusion
Investigations often are untimely, strenuous,
and exhausting. How they are handled can
have lasting effects on an institution. Recov-
ery from a fraud or an allegation of fraud is
much easier when investigations are con-
ducted properly. Your input throughout the
process will enable the team to more fully un-
derstand the allegations, ask the right ques-
tions, interview the right people, review the
best documents, and come to a conclusion re-
garding the allegation.

So, the bottom line is that you’re not defenseless
when it comes to fighting fraud and, when neces-
sary, participating in investigations. Follow these
guidelines to ensure that researchers at your uni-
versity can focus their efforts where they should:
on tackling the unknowns in research. N

(Left to Right) Raina Rose Tagle is a Partner at Baker
Tilly. Monica Modi Dalwadi is a Senior Manager at
Baker Tilly. Ashley Deihr is a Manager at Baker Tilly.

Remember, not
all allegations
will require a
full blown
investigations.
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