CPAs Assist Not-for-Profit Organizations With Both Finance and Mission

By Jeffrey S. Forman, principal, Forman & Associates Consulting, LLC

Think CPAs are all about helping their clients turn a profit? While it's true that many accountants, financial advisors, and consultants aim solely to maximize income, either for business owners and individuals or for themselves, some find working with not-for-profit organizations professionally and personally rewarding.

Even though 501(c) (3) organizations are mission based and CPAs and consultants may need to charge them less for their services, working with not-for-profits have appeal. When the economy dips, working with not-for-profits can provide them with a regular, if not stellar, income, because organizations will usually continue to receive funding so that they can continue to provide the community with a safety net perhaps rendered more important because of the dip.

Aside from the relative security of making a consistent living from not-for-profit clients, financial advisors and accountants usually derive personal satisfaction from helping a worthwhile cause at the same time they are earning fees. They may be gratified, for instance, to help agencies that have not been able to obtain the most recent data management, billing, and accounting systems or the staff to handle the stringent requirements of the annual audits required of organizations receiving federal funding. They often enjoy helping those in genuine need of their services.

Organizations seeking assistance with their finances and their missions should look for a CPAs or consultants with qualities like these:

*Look for a financial advisor who doesn't have the for-profit mentality. Sure, the bottom line is important even for 501(c) (3) organizations, but if that were their entire focus, they would come under fire from stakeholders, the community, and the government for abandoning their mission. The most appropriate financial consultants will have not just accounting expertise but also a genuine interest in serving the organization and its clientele.

*As for expertise, CPAs and financial advisors should be well versed in all aspects of the accounting, auditing, and tax requirements affecting 501(c 3) organizations, at the local, state, and national level. The best stay current through related continuing education courses so that they can help, not harm, the organizations with which they work.

*Some financial advisors and consultants keep up with developments in the causes of the agencies they're interested in, in addition to developments in their own industry. Such professionals would be much more effective in offering assistance, because they already know about funding for and services offered by the not-for-profits. Some may go even further and volunteer with or become board members for their favorite organizations so that they gain the invaluable perspective of the insider.

Finally, not-for-profit organizations and the financial advisors who assist them should function as a team with one thing in common among all members: the recognition that sound business practices underlie the success of the organization’s mission.

