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Government Funding Mechanisms for Academic Research
U.S. universities generally do not maintain data on departmental research (i.e., research that is not separately budgeted 

and accounted for). As such, U.S. R&D totals are understated relative to the R&D effort reported for many other countries. 

The national totals for Europe, Canada, and Japan include the research component of general university fund (GUF) block 

grants provided by all levels of government to the academic sector. These funds can support departmental R&D programs 

that are not separately budgeted. GUF is not equivalent to basic research. The U.S. federal government does not provide 

research support through a GUF equivalent, preferring instead to support specific, separately budgeted R&D projects. 

However, some state government funding probably does support departmental research, not separately accounted for, at 

U.S. public universities.

The treatment of GUF is one of the major areas of difficulty in making international R&D comparisons. In many countries, 

governments support academic research primarily through large block grants that are used at the discretion of each 

higher education institution to cover administrative, teaching, and research costs. Only the R&D component of GUF is 

included in national R&D statistics, but problems arise in identifying the amount of the R&D component and the objective 

of the research. Moreover, government GUF support is in addition to support provided in the form of earmarked, directed, 

or project-specific grants and contracts (funds that can be assigned to specific socioeconomic categories).

In several large European countries (France, Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom), GUF accounts for 50% or more of 

total government R&D funding to universities. In Canada, GUF accounts for about 38% of government academic R&D 

support. Thus, international data on academic R&D reflect not only the relative international funding priorities but also the 

funding mechanisms and philosophies regarded as the best methods for financing academic research.
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