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Agenda
● Important Definitions and Calculations

○ Math Question #1
● How does NIFA differ?

○ What does “Total Federal Funds Awarded” (TFFA) Mean?
■ Math Question #2

○ TFFA is the maximum indirect you can charge
■ Math Question #3

○ Subawardee indirect must be considered in TFFA 
calculations
■ Math Questions #4 & 5

● Virginia Tech’s TFFA Calculator Demo
● Questions/Discussion
● References
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Important Definitions 
and Equations

3Screenshot from: https://www.projectcubicle.com/direct-costs-and-indirect-costs-cost-classification/direct-costs-
indirect-costs/
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Direct Cost Definition

• Per 2 CFR 200.413, these 
are “costs that can be 
identified specifically with a 
particular final cost objective, 
such as a Federal award… or 
that can be directly assigned 
to such activities easily with a 
high degree of accuracy.”

• They must be: reasonable, 
allocable, allowable, and 
consistently treated.

Screenshot from: https://www.patriotsoftware.com/blog/accounting/direct-vs-indirect-costs-difference/
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The equation to calculate total direct costs (TDC):

Personnel + Fringes + Equipment + Travel + 
Participant Support Costs + all Other Direct 
Costs (including subawardee costs) = Total 
Direct Costs (TDC)

Screenshot from: https://www.teeshirtpalace.com/products/nam0064557-not-all-math-jokes-are-terrible-just-sum-
gift-math-teacher-pun-funny-gift-baby-long-sleeve-bodysuit
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Indirect (or Facility & Administrative) Cost Definition
• Per 2 CFR 200.414, these 
are real costs incurred by an 
organization, but cannot be 
directly charged to the 
project. Split into 2:
• Facilities costs: 

depreciation on 
buildings; equipment/ 
capital improvement; etc.

• Administrative costs: 
general administration 
expenses (i.e. OSP 
salaries); etc.

Screenshot from: https://www.patriotsoftware.com/blog/accounting/direct-vs-indirect-costs-difference/
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The equation used to calculate total indirect costs:

Indirect Base ($) * Indirect Rate (%) = Total 
Indirect Cost ($)

Screenshot from: https://www.prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/math-jokes//
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2 frequent ways to calculate 
the indirect base are:

● Total Direct Costs (TDC)
    Indirect Base ($) = Total Direct Costs

● Modified Total Direct Costs (MTDC)
Indirect Base ($) = TDC – tuition – equipment – 
facility/equipment rental costs – facility 
alteration/renovation costs – participant 
support costs – subaward costs over the first 
$25,000 per subawardee

Indirect Base Calculation

Screenshot from: https://kidpillar.com/silly-math-jokes-and-math-puns-that-will-make-everyone-laugh/
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● Indirect rates are negotiated with a cognizant 
agency (ONR or DHHS), and given in a 
Negotiated Indirect Cost Rate Agreement 
(NICRA)

● Appendices III, IV, and VII of 2 CFR 200 give 
detail about calculating indirect rates for 
negotiation.

● Administrative indirect costs are capped at 26% 
of modified total direct costs for all Institutes of 
Higher Education (IHE’s). 

Indirect Rates



13Screenshot from: https://osp.vt.edu/content/dam/osp_vt_edu/rates/vt-fy23-fixed-fy24-prov-fringe-rate-
agreement.pdf
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The equation to calculate total project costs is:

Total Direct Costs (TDC) + Total Indirect Costs  
(IDC) = Total Project Costs (TPC)

Screenshot from: https://thoughtcatalog.com/january-nelson/2018/04/39-math-jokes-and-puns-that-will-make-you-
smile-easy-as-pi/
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A PI has requested the following costs on a 
budget:

● $74,002 in personnel and fringe costs
● $10,000 for equipment
● $12,000 for travel
● $4,000 for materials/supplies (M/S)
● $17,000 for graduate student tuition

If the indirect rate is 30%, what is the total project 
cost if the indirect base used is TDC? What about if 
an MTDC indirect base is used?

Math Question #1
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$74,002 personnel/fringe + $10,000 equipment + 
$12,000 travel + $4,000 M/S + $17,000 tuition = 
$117,002 total direct costs

$117,002 TDC * 30% indirect rate = $35,101 total 
indirect cost

$117,002 TDC + $35,101 total indirect costs = 
$152,103 total project cost

Answer using TDC indirect base
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Per last slide, we know the total direct costs are 
$117,002, so:

$117,002 TDC - $10,000 equipment - $17,000 
tuition = $90,002 modified total direct cost

$90,002 MTDC * 30% indirect rate = $27,001 total   
indirect cost

$117,002 TDC + $27,001 total indirect costs = 
$144,003 total project costs

Answer using MTDC indirect base



How does NIFA differ?
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19Screenshot from: https://www.nifa.usda.gov/national-agricultural-research-extension-teaching-policy-act-1977



Funding Restrictions
Indirect Cost (IDC) not to exceed 30 percent of Total Federal Funds 
Awarded (TFFA) of the recipient. 
Section 1462(a) and (c) of the National Agricultural Research, 
Extension, and Teaching Policy Act of 1977 (NARETPA) 7 U.S.C. 3310(a) 
limits IDC for the overall award to 30 percent of Total Federal Funds 
Awarded (TFFA) under a research, education, or extension grant. 
The maximum IDC rate allowed under the award is determined by 
calculating the amount of IDC using:

1. The sum of an institution’s negotiated indirect cost rate and the 
indirect cost rate charged by sub-awardees, if any; or
2. 30 percent of TFFA.

The maximum allowable IDC rate under the award, including the IDC 
charged by the sub-awardee(s), if any, is the lesser of the two rates.
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● Total Federal Funds Awarded (TFFA) = Total 
Project Costs (TPC)

● Therefore, NIFA caps indirect at 30% of total 
project costs. 

● Thus, to calculate indirect needed for a NIFA 
project, you MUST already know the total 
project cost... But how?

What does “Total Federal Funds Awarded” 
(TFFA) mean?
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With 2 steps/equations:
1) Use the total direct 
costs to find the total 
project cost:
Total Direct Costs / (1 – 
Indirect Rate %) = Total 
Project Costs (TPC)

2) Then, use TPC to find 
the total indirect costs:
Total Project Costs – Total 
Direct Costs  = Total 
Indirect Costs

Screenshot from: https://www.prodigygame.com/main-en/blog/math-jokes/
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A PI has requested the following costs on a 
budget:

● $74,002 in personnel and fringe costs
● $10,000 for equipment
● $12,000 for travel
● $4,000 for materials/supplies (M/S)
● $17,000 for graduate student tuition

If the indirect rate is capped at 30% TFFA, what is 
the total project cost? What is the total indirect 
cost?

Math Question #2
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$74,002 personnel/fringe + $10,000 equipment + 
$12,000 travel + $4,000 M/S + $17,000 tuition = 
$117,002 total direct costs

$117,002 TDC / (1 – 30% indirect cap) = $167,146 
total project cost (TPC)

$167,146 TPC – $117,002 TDC = $50,144 total 
indirect cost

Answer with TFFA capped indirect
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Even though the Total Direct Costs base is used to 
calculate TFFA indirect rates, 30% TFFA capped 
indirect is NOT the same as 30% TDC indirect.

Important Note #1

30% TDC calculation example: $152,103 total 
project cost with $35,101 total indirect cost

30% TFFA calculation example: $167,146 total 
project cost with $50,144 total indirect cost
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Even though 30% TFFA capped indirect does not 
equal 30% of TDC indirect, it can be converted 
into TDC to make calculations easier using this 
equation: Total Indirect Cost / Total Direct Costs

But you can convert it!

$50,144 total indirect cost / $117,002 total direct 
costs = 42.857% TDC indirect

Screenshot from: https://www.goodhousekeeping.com/life/entertainment/g35447831/pi-day-jokes/
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This always means that:
30% TFFA capped indirect
 = 42.857% TDC indirect

To put it all together: 
For NIFA proposals, you can use 42.857% TDC 
indirect in your budget to calculate the 30% TFFA 
indirect amount.

Total Direct Costs * 42.857% TDC indirect = 30% 
TFFA indirect cap

Important Note #2

Screenshot from: https://mobile.twitter.com/zearned/status/1535373742053986310/photo/1



Funding Restrictions
Indirect Cost (IDC) not to exceed 30 percent of Total Federal Funds 
Awarded (TFFA) of the recipient. 
Section 1462(a) and (c) of the National Agricultural Research, 
Extension, and Teaching Policy Act of 1977 (NARETPA) 7 U.S.C. 3310(a) 
limits IDC for the overall award to 30 percent of Total Federal Funds 
Awarded (TFFA) under a research, education, or extension grant. 
The maximum IDC rate allowed under the award is determined by 
calculating the amount of IDC using:

1. The sum of an institution’s negotiated indirect cost rate and the 
indirect cost rate charged by sub-awardees, if any; or
2. 30 percent of TFFA.

The maximum allowable IDC rate under the award, including the IDC 
charged by the sub-awardee(s), if any, is the lesser of the two rates.
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30% TFFA is the maximum indirect you are 
allowed to charge, but you are required to charge 
less indirect than that if you’re able. 

Thus, if your negotiated indirect rates give you less 
total indirect cost than 30% TFFA, you are required 
to use those rates instead!

TFFA is the maximum indirect you can 
charge
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A PI has requested the following costs on a 
budget:

● $74,002 in personnel and fringe costs
● $10,000 for equipment
● $12,000 for travel
● $4,000 for materials/supplies (M/S)
● $17,000 for graduate student tuition

If your organization’s negotiated indirect rate is 
50% MTDC, should you use it or the 30% TFFA cap 
to calculate total indirect cost?

Math Question #3
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$74,002 personnel/fringe + $10,000 equipment + 
$12,000 travel + $4,000 M/S + $17,000 tuition = 
$117,002 total direct costs

$117,002 TDC * 42.857% indirect rate = $50,144 
total indirect costs (IDC)

$117,002 TDC + $50,144 IDC = $167,146 total 
project costs

Answer using TFFA capped indirect
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Per last slide, we know the total direct costs are 
$117,002, so:

$117,002 TDC - $10,000 equipment - $17,000 
tuition = $90,002 modified total direct cost

$90,002 MTDC * 50% indirect rate = $45,001 total   
indirect cost (IDC)

$117,002 TDC + $45,001 IDC = $162,003 total 
project costs

Answer using MTDC indirect base
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You will use your normal 50% MTDC indirect rates 
for this NIFA budget because it gives you less total 
indirect costs charged!

Which one do you use?

30% TFFA calculation example: $50,144 total 
indirect costs

50% MTDC calculation example: $45,001 total   
indirect cost
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30% TFFA calculation example: $50,144 IDC / 
$167,146 TPC = 30% TFFA

Remember to check your math!
You can check your math when determining which 
indirect rate to use with this equation:
Total Indirect Cost (IDC) / Total Project Cost (TPC)

Your selection should be at or below the 30% TFFA 
cap!

50% MTDC calculation example: $45,001 IDC / 
$162,003 TPC = 27.78% TFFA

Screenshot from: https://www.teachingexpertise.com/classroom-ideas/math-jokes/



Funding Restrictions
Indirect Cost (IDC) not to exceed 30 percent of Total Federal Funds 
Awarded (TFFA) of the recipient. 
Section 1462(a) and (c) of the National Agricultural Research, 
Extension, and Teaching Policy Act of 1977 (NARETPA) 7 U.S.C. 3310(a) 
limits IDC for the overall award to 30 percent of Total Federal Funds 
Awarded (TFFA) under a research, education, or extension grant. 
The maximum IDC rate allowed under the award is determined by 
calculating the amount of IDC using:

1. The sum of an institution’s negotiated indirect cost rate and the 
indirect cost rate charged by sub-awardees, if any; or
2. 30 percent of TFFA.

The maximum allowable IDC rate under the award, including the IDC 
charged by the sub-awardee(s), if any, is the lesser of the two rates.
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Subawardee indirect must be considered in 
TFFA calculations
The lead organization must 
add together their indirect 
costs and their subs’ 
indirect costs. The total of 
everyone’s indirect costs 
must not exceed 30% TFFA.

(Lead indirect costs + 
subawardee indirect costs) 
/ Total Project Costs <= 
30% TFFA

Screenshot from: https://www.womansday.com/life/entertainment/a39124261/math-jokes/
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What does this equation actually mean?
The indirect on the subaward(s) budget is included as part of 
the overall indirect allowed and is not just considered as part 
of VT’s direct costs as previously noted.

VT
Direct Costs
VT

Indirect 
Costs

37Slide adapted and screenshots from presentation by King, J., Lawson, L., Rasnick, L.; see references section for 
complete details. Information used with permission from the authors.
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A PI has requested the following costs on a budget:

● $74,002 in personnel and fringe costs
● $10,000 for equipment
● $12,000 for travel
● $4,000 for materials/supplies (M/S)
● $17,000 for graduate student tuition
● One subawardee requesting $55,000 TDC, and 

$15,000 in indirect costs.

If your indirect rate is 50% MTDC, are you meeting 
the 30% TFFA cap?

Math Question #4



39

1) Determine total direct costs:

$74,002 personnel/fringe + $10,000 equipment + 
$12,000 travel + $4,000 M/S + 17,000 tuition + 
($55,000 subawardee direct costs + $15,000 
subawardee indirect costs) = $187,002 total direct 
costs

Solving the problem, Step 1:

Remember: all subawardee costs are considered 
direct costs on the lead’s budget (even the sub’s 
indirect costs)! 
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2) Determine the lead’s indirect costs:
$187,002 TDC – $10,000 equipment – $17,000    
tuition – $55,000 sub TDC – $15,000 sub indirect 
+ $25,000 portion of sub costs that can have 
indirect charged to it = $115,002 MTDC

$115,002 MTDC * 50% indirect rate = $57,501 IDC

Solving the problem, Step 2:

Remember: per MTDC calculation rules, you may 
only charge indirect on the first $25,000 of sub 
costs for each subawardee
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3) Determine total project costs:

$187,002 total direct costs + $57,501 total indirect 
costs = $244,503 total project costs

Solving the problem, Steps 3 & 4:

4) Determine the ratio of total indirect costs to 
total project costs:

($57,501 lead indirect + $15,000 sub indirect) / 
$244,503 total project costs
= $72,501 total indirect / $244,503 TPC 
= 29.65% TFFA < 30% TFFA 
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A PI has requested the following costs on a budget:

● $74,002 in personnel and fringe costs
● $10,000 for equipment
● $12,000 for travel
● $4,000 for materials/supplies (M/S)
● $17,000 for graduate student tuition
● One subawardee requesting $50,000 TDC, and 

$15,000 in indirect costs.

If your indirect rate is 50% MTDC, are you meeting 
the 30% TFFA cap?

Math Question #5
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Working back through all the steps, we get back to 
step 4:

($57,501 lead indirect + $15,000 sub indirect) / 
$239,503 total project costs
= $72,501 total indirect / $239,503 TPC 
= 30.27% TFFA

Solving the new problem

> 30% TFFA 
In this situation, you must update the budget to 
meet the 30% TFFA cap. How can you fairly update 
the budget for the lead and the sub(s) to meet 
NIFA’s requirements?



VT’s TFFA Calculator 
Demo
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Questions/Discussion
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