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Transparent Approach to Costing (TRAC)
Why do I need to complete the Time Allocation Survey (TAS) or workload planning (WLP) for TRAC and how does it benefit my institution?
What is TRAC?
The Transparent Approach to Costing (TRAC) is a data return that higher education institutions in the UK need to submit to their regulator or funder every year. It is based on the audited financial statements of the institution plus an economic adjustment that is used to determine the full economic cost (fEC) of activities. 
TRAC is governed nationally and the sector is provided with guidance that all institutions are required to follow. Within our institution, there is governance of TRAC through our TRAC and fEC Steering Group. Final approval of the return is the responsibility of the Vice-Chancellor or Principal as Accountable Officer.
The income and full economic costs are split between: 
· Teaching
· Research
· Other (income-generating)
· Other (non-commercial)
Further analysis is undertaken of the income and fEC of Research to split these costs by sponsor (funder) type. Information is also returned about the cost of research facilities and technicians. As part of the TRAC return, indirect and estates charge-out rates are calculated for use in future research applications.
Academic staff costs represent a significant amount of expenditure and these need to be allocated to the Teaching, Research and Other activities in the TRAC return. The TAS is therefore needed to allocate these costs, as no other data exists on the use of academic staff time.
How do regulators and funders use the information provided in the TRAC return?
UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) require institutions to submit many research bids on a TRAC basis. TRAC includes several charge-out rates for research that enable the cost of overheads to be recovered, and these are used to determine the funding provided to institutions. This means that the time allocation data has a direct impact on the funding received by our institution.
Regulators and funders, government and wider sector stakeholders use TRAC data to understand the financial sustainability of activities undertaken within an institution. TRAC is the only national dataset that provides information on the cost of activities undertaken by institutions.
Why am I being asked to complete this online form?
To complete the TRAC return, costs from the audited financial statements of the institution need to be allocated to the categories of Teaching, Research and Other activities. Some costs, for example catering costs, can be identifiable and directly allocated to the Other activity in TRAC, but many costs support a combination of the TRAC activities and are therefore allocated through a cost allocation model. To enable this, cost drivers are needed, and the academic staff time survey provides the data for one of these cost drivers to enable Academics staff cost, which cannot be directly attributable to Teaching or Research, to be allocated to the TRAC activities.
The TAS process is needed to capture, at a high level, how time has been spent. The least burdensome way to understand how academics have spent their time is to ask for the completion of TAS. This includes colleagues who work part time.
Who sees the information I provide?
Only those members of the finance team who are responsible for producing the TRAC return will see your individual data. Summarised data is presented to and reviewed by Heads of Schools and then to the TRAC and fEC Steering Group and again at a summarised level.  
Data from individuals is not submitted to regulators and funders as part of the TRAC return. It is not used as part of any appraisal process or promotions process. 
Why do we use this method of collecting data as it seems quite high level?
There are different methods within the TRAC guidance that can be used to collect data around how academics spend their time. The TRAC and fEC Steering Group has considered the methods available and feel that the TAS is currently the most appropriate method for our institution. This is because it minimises the time and number of requests we make of individuals, allowing colleagues to have agency over their own data whilst providing data which, at an aggregate level, is of a standard appropriate for the institution.
Do I need to provide standardised data or what I actually did?
We are interested in what activities actually took place rather than what should happen over the collection period. If you have difficulties slotting your activities into the categories provided, please contact the TRAC team using the contact details at the end of this document.
Why do I keep getting reminders to complete the TAS?
Reminders are sent for each round of data collection as minimum response rates have been laid out for each academic department. If sufficient responses are not received, then the institution has to declare non-compliance to UKRI and the Scottish Funding Council. An action plan has to be provided which determines how the required response rate will be achieved going forwards.
TRAC response rates are subject to review by the Funding Assurance Programme team at UKRI. The terms and conditions of UKRI grants allow for the amount of funding to be reduced by up to 75% if institutions are found to be non-compliant as part of a Funding Assurance Programme visit.
Therefore, we respectfully request that you complete your TAS in line with timescales provided. This will help us achieve the required response rate for your department and will reduce the number of emails you receive. 
If you have any queries about the TAS process of TRAC, please so not hesitate to contact us at TRAC@st-andrews.ac.uk. 
