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Secrets of a 
Non-Profit Voyeur >

Executive Summary: 
It takes a different mindset to work with 
this different type of business. Many of you 
at one time or another will be asked to be on 
a board or committee for a non-profit. Some 
of you will have for-profit business experience.
Others of you will have no business experience
at all; you bring to the party solely the love 
of the organization’s purpose.

By Susan Culbertson

In a for-profit business, there are owners or

shareholders engaged in providing a service 

or product. The purpose is to generate 

maximum sales with minimum expenses.

The focus is on profit and subsequent 

returns to owners. The challenge is to 

get expenses as close to zero as possible. 

Non-Profits are not focused on profit for

owners, but are instead focused on a mission

to serve the public. While in this type of 

business there are still products or services,

the mindset is in direct contrast to that of

the for-profit. Here, the expenses are the

point. Budgeted expenses should be both

strategic and realistic given the mission 

and strategic plan for the organization; 

the challenge is to locate sufficient funding

sources to meet those needs.  

Contrary to what many believe, non-

profits are not intended to be money 

losing businesses. Funding sources should

cover not only the basic mission expenses,

but also provide for some growth and re-

placement reserves. If the organization is 

not sustainable, maybe it should not exist.  

If sufficient funding sources (donations, 

endowments, grants, foundations, etc.) 

are not available, and expenses cannot be 

reduced through narrowing the mission’s

focus, shifting from more paid staff to 

more volunteers, and shifting more capital 

expenses to a capital campaign, then 

pooling the organization’s mission and 

resources into that of another organization

may be one practical way to proceed.

Non-Profits are real businesses. And 

board members have real responsibilities.

Mary Anne McElmurray of Brown Edwards

and Company, in Roanoke says that sitting on

a board of directors “is great for networking,

but you have a fiduciary duty...and the 

coincident liability if you don't practice due

care.” There are regulatory requirements

that need to be observed. Be sure you 

know what they are. These include 
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knowing the answer to such questions as:

• Are we required to file a 990, and 

in what format is it required?

• Are we making the required 

payroll and vendor filings?

• Are we up-to-date on all filings?

• What requirements are associated 

with funds we have received, and 

are we properly observing and 

tracking them?

There are also fiduciary responsibilities. 

For instance, the board should be partnered

with the staff in such a way that facilitates

the identification and cultivation of potential

donors as well as appropriate communication

with donors going forward. There should 

be appropriate board oversight to ensure 

excellent stewardship of funds at all times.

There should be appropriate board insight 

to provide for sustainability into the future.

The bulk of non-profit expenses should 

be for program costs, not administrative 

or fundraising. This is the part of the 

advertisement where they say something

like, “78 cents of every dollar donated 

goes to help…” If non-program labor, 

building and fundraising expenses cannot 

be adjusted further and are expected to 

be high, program expenses and revenue 

resources may need to be adjusted 

upward to keep this ratio in line.

Finally, remember what your flight 

attendant says: Put the oxygen mask 

over your own face before you assist 

others. Often, outside needs come to 

the attention of the organization, and 

there is a push to extend services to cover 

the newly identified need. Non-Profits 

that attempt to extend programs to the

point that the core organization is put in 

financial peril are risking the life of the 

organization and that of the programs 

which are already in place. Program 

expansion should be handled the same 

as initial establishment of the organization: 

if there are not sufficient resources, the 

organization should allow this opportunity 

to pass to other organizations.

On a non-profit board, your responsibility 

and accountability are as demanded in 

this type of business as in a for-profit 

one. Yet, the rewards are many.  

In the words of Robert Turcotte Sr., 

Systems  Consultant at Entre Computer 

Center in Roanoke and experienced 

non-profit volunteer and board member:

“The purpose of a non-profit organization 

is to serve the community. A non-profit 

organization’s services help folks in a 

way otherwise unavailable to them – say 

to live independently, or to stay employed.

Since our governmental organizations are 

relieved, there is less bureaucracy and 

taxes stay low. Find your place.  Service 

to community feeds your heart, and

strengthens our community.”




