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Welcome to the Foundation Center’s

Before You Seek a Grant: 
A Checklist for New 
Nonprofits Webinar

We will begin shortly.

• Please keep your phone line muted during 
the presentation

• Use the Question and Answer pane to submit 
questions at any time

• Use the F5 key to toggle between full-screen 
and split-screen view 

• Download the handouts (3) by clicking on the 
“Handouts” icon in the top right corner

Webinar Housekeeping Notes

What You Will Learn Today

• Characteristics of successful nonprofit 
organizations

• Key elements of getting started
• Additional resources

Nonprofit Lifecycles

• Idea stage 
• Start-up stage 
• Growth stage 
• Mature stage

Characteristics of Successful 
Nonprofit Organizations

Organizational Readiness for 
Foundation Funding

Does your organization have
the ability to fulfill its mission by measurably 
achieving its objectives through a blend of 
sound management, strong governance, and a 
persistent rededication to assessing and 
achieving results?

—Grantmakers for Effective Organizations
For more information: http://geofunders.org
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Characteristics of Successful 
Nonprofit Organizations

• A compelling mission
• Capable leadership

– Governance: effective board
– Management: qualified staff

• High-quality, well-regarded, relevant 
programs

• Efficient operations and support 
systems

Characteristics of Successful 
Nonprofit Organizations, continued

• Regular organizational planning and 
evaluation

• Adequate facilities
• Solid finances with diverse revenue 

streams
• Track record/history

Key Elements of 
Getting Started

Start-up Issue: Mission

• Have a clear mission statement that 
includes:
– Purpose
– Service
– Beneficiaries

Example:
The mission of United Way of York County is to inspire the 
people of York County to make a difference in the lives of their
neighbors through financial generosity and volunteer 
commitment. 

Start-up Issue: Board of Directors

A governing board is defined as
“people elected or appointed to 
establish policy, exercise fiscal 
responsibility and oversee management 
of an organization”

—Association of Fundraising Professionals

Start-up Issue: Board of Directors, 
continued

Key board responsibilities
• Determine mission and purpose 
• Select and oversee chief executive
• Lead organizational planning
• Ensure adequate resources
• Strengthen programs or services
• Maintain integrity and accountability
• Assess own performance

For more information: http://boardsource.org
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Start-up Issue: Board Members, 
continued

Be sure to:
• Enlist committed board members

– Talent, Time, and Treasure
• Establish responsible board policies

– Example: Conflict of Interest Policy

Legal Issue: Incorporation

• Certificate of incorporation
– Establishes your organization as a legal 

entity
– Most typical form of nonprofit organization 

is a not-for-profit corporation
– File with your state

For information on state charity officials:
http://nasconet.org/agencies

Legal Issue: By-Laws

• Filed with your certificate of incorporation
• Explain how your organization will operate in 

a procedural way
– Rules for calling board meetings
– How and when board members are selected
– How officers are selected and their job 

descriptions

For more information: Foundation Center FAQ on 
sample by-laws

Legal Issue: Tax-Exempt Status

• Apply to IRS for section 501(c)(3) status
– Become a tax-exempt public charity
– Individuals donors can deduct contributions
– Eligible for foundation grants
– File Form 1023 downloadable from http://irs.gov

• Register with state where you are located
– Can’t assume automatic exemption from all state 

and local taxes

Start-up Issue: Programs and Services

• Provide high-quality, well-regarded, 
relevant programs and services 

• Begin collecting data to document your 
success

Start-up Issue: Financial Planning

Develop an overall fundraising plan, 
including multiple funding sources

• Governmental/public funding
• Earned income (membership dues, product/service fees)
• Private giving

– Institutional philanthropy (foundations/corporations)
– Individual gifts (individual donors/bequests)

• Fundraising events

For more information: Foundation Center’s
Introduction to Fundraising Planning webinar or e-course
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Start-up Issue: Operational Concerns

• Accounting procedures
• Financial control procedures
• Insurance coverage
• Facilities

For information on state associations:
http://ncna.org

Start-up Issue: Staffing

• Recruit competent staff/volunteers
– Executive director: an employee hired to 

fulfill the mission and execute the long-
term vision of the board

– Job descriptions
• Prepare a personnel manual

Annual Reporting

Legal requirements
• To State(s) where you have an office
• To State(s) where you are incorporated 

(if different)
• To IRS

– Form 990

Still Want to Create a Nonprofit 
Organization?

Benefits
• Tax exemption
• Eligibility for public 

and private grants
• Individual donors 

can claim tax 
deduction

• Formal structure
• Limited liability

Issues
• Cost
• Paperwork
• Shared control 
• Ongoing 

administrative 
details

• Public scrutiny

Alternative Options

• Join an existing nonprofit
• Consider fiscal sponsorship

– Affiliating with an existing 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit to help you get started and raise 
funds

For more information: Foundation Center FAQs on 
fiscal sponsorship

Help From the Foundation Center

• Online tutorial: Establishing a Nonprofit 
Organization

• FAQs on Establishing a Nonprofit 
Organization

• Online course: Getting Ready for 
Foundation Fundraising



Before You Seek a Grant:

A Checklist for New Nonprofits

(Adapted from The Checklist Project of The Nonprofit Coordinating Committee of New York) 

Start-up Checklist
YES NO

❑   ❑ 1.   Organization reserves a name with appropriate State or District office.

❑   ❑ 2.   Organization selects individuals to serve on its board of directors.

❑   ❑ 3.   Organization designates officers to serve on the board.

❑   ❑ 4.   Organization develops a mission statement.

❑   ❑ 5.   Organization establishes board committees.

❑   ❑ 6.   Organization adopts by-laws.

❑   ❑ 7.   Organization retains an accountant for annual audit and mandatory government filings.

❑   ❑ 8.   Organization incorporates or forms a trust to protect its founders and principals from
personal liability.

❑   ❑ 9.   Organization applies to IRS for an employer identification number (E.I.N.).

❑   ❑ 10. Organization establishes a bank account and establishes check signing procedures—
see 11 below.

❑   ❑ 11. Organization designates which officer(s) have the power to sign checks.

❑   ❑ 12. Organization files Form 1023 with IRS to get its tax exemption and its designation as
being other than a private foundation.

❑   ❑ 13. Organization files for state and local tax exemptions.

❑   ❑ 14. Organization applies for an Employer Registration Number and a Labor Department Number 
from appropriate State or District office.

❑   ❑ 15. Organization establishes financial management, auditing and internal control systems.



Start-up Checklist, continued
YES NO

❑   ❑ 16. Organization sets up a chart of accounts to record financial transactions.

❑   ❑ 17. Organization establishes a general ledger and bookkeeping system (either manual or
computerized) to account for cash receipts and cash disbursements, assets and liabilities.

❑   ❑ 18. Organization composes job descriptions for staffing needs.

❑   ❑ 19. Organization hires staff and sets compensation levels.

❑   ❑ 20. Organization prepares a personnel manual.

❑   ❑ 21. Organization establishes a payroll system (manual or automated), including a) Withholding 
requirements (federal, state & city). b) Requirements for payment of funds withheld (federal,
state & city). c) Reporting requirements for funds withheld (federal, state & city).

❑   ❑ 22. Organization establishes a system for determining whether individuals performing services for 
it are employees or independent contractors.

❑   ❑ 23. Organization establishes a system for preparing and filing Form 1099s on behalf of
independent contractors.

❑   ❑ 24. Organization establishes a mandatory system for maintaining records for each employee 
which include (1) names and social security numbers, (2) W-4 and I-9 forms, and (3) for each 
payroll period the: (a) beginning and ending dates, (b) the days (weeks, etc.) each employee 
worked and the earnings for each day (week, etc.) and (c) all payments made to the employee,
including bonuses and vacations.

❑   ❑ 25. Organization establishes a system to meet mandatory insurance requirements: 
(1) Workers’ Compensation, (2) Unemployment insurance, (3) Short-term Disability,
(4) Auto Liability (if applicable), (5) [Others].

❑   ❑ 26. The organization procures necessary insurance coverages: general liability, property,
professional responsibility (if applicable), sexual abuse (if applicable) and non-owned auto 
liability (if applicable).

❑   ❑ 27. Organization determines whether Directors & Officers (D&O) liability insurance is needed.

❑   ❑ 28. Organization registers with the appropriate State government office and establishes a system 
to make sure it complies with the following (and in most cases mandatory)reporting 
requirements:(1) Annual information return to the Internal Revenue Service:IRS Form 990; 
(2) Annual report to the appropriate State or District office; (3) [Others].

❑   ❑ 29. Organization establishes a system for receipting gifts of over $250 to comply with IRS 
substantiation requirements.

❑   ❑ 30. Organization procures health benefits for employees.



Start-up Checklist, continued
YES NO

❑   ❑ 31. Organization establishes a retirement plan for employees.

❑   ❑ 32. Organization rents (or purchases) office space.

❑   ❑ 33. Organization leases a postage meter and applies for a nonprofit permit number in order to 
mail at the reduced nonprofit bulk rate.

❑   ❑ 34. Organization leases or buys computer equipment that is capable of email and accessing 
the Internet.

❑   ❑ 35. Organization leases or buys office equipment: copy machine, fax machine, desks, chairs, file 
cabinets, conference room tables and chairs, coffee maker, etc.

❑   ❑ 36. Organization develops and provides programs and services valuable to the community 
it serves.

❑   ❑ 37. Organization develops and implements the overall fundraising plan to support and sustain its 
programs and services.

Nonprofit Viability Checklist
YES NO

❑   ❑ 1. Organization has a vital mission statement.

❑   ❑ 2. Organization has a strong governance structure, including well-organized board, capable 
leadership, management, and staff.

❑   ❑ 3. Organization maintains clear lines of accountability.

❑   ❑ 4. Organization has efficient operations and support systems.

❑   ❑ 5. Organization has adequate facilities.

❑   ❑ 6. Organization has solid finances, with reliable and diverse revenue streams.

❑   ❑ 7. Organization has high-quality, well-regarded, relevant programs.

❑   ❑ 8. Organization implements sound organizational planning, development, and evaluation 
procedures.

❑   ❑ 9. Organization has solid history.
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Resource List

Starting a Nonprofit Organization
PRINT RESOURCES:
Mancuso, Anthony. How to Form a Nonprofit Corporation. 9th ed. Berkeley, CA: Nolo Press (nolo.com), 2009.

INTERNET RESOURCES:
“How do I start a nonprofit organization?” (grantspace.org/Tools/Knowledge-Base/Nonprofit-Management/
Establishment/Starting-a-nonprofit)

Establishing a Nonprofit Organization Online Tutorial (foundationcenter.org/getstarted/tutorials/establish)

“What are articles of incorporation? Where can I find examples for nonprofits?” (grantspace.org/Tools/
Knowledge-Base/Nonprofit-Management/Establishment/Articles-of-incorporation)

Internal Revenue Service. Applying for 501(c)(3) Tax-Exempt Status. (www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p4220.pdf)

Main IRS Page for Exempt Organizations (www.irs.gov/charities/index.html)

Help Filling Out Your 501(c)(3) Application (form1023help.com)

Free Management Library: Starting a Nonprofit Organization (managementhelp.org/strt_org/strt_org.htm)

Nonprofit Start-Up Guide (gvsu.edu/forms/jcp/pdf/npstartup.pdf)

Bylaws
“What are nonprofit bylaws? How do I find samples?” (grantspace.org/Tools/Knowledge-Base/Nonprofit-Management/
Establishment/Nonprofit-bylaws)

Board Goverance
PRINT RESOURCES:
O’Connell, Brian. The Board Member’s Book: Making a Difference in Voluntary Organizations. 3rd ed. New York, NY: 
Foundation Center, 2003. Excerpts available at foundationcenter.org/getstarted/onlinebooks/oconnell/text.html

INTERNET RESOURCES:
BoardSource: Building Effective Nonprofit Boards (boardsource.org)

Help4Nonprofits: Articles on Nonprofit Boards (help4nonprofits.com/H4NP.htm)

Fiscal Sponsorship
“What is fiscal sponsorship? How do I find a fiscal sponsor?” (grantspace.org/Tools/Knowledge-Base/
Individual-Grantseekers/Fiscal-Sponsorship/Fiscal-sponsorship)

Examples of Policies, Procedures and Guidelines for Fiscal Sponsorship Agreements (grantspace.org/Tools/
Knowledge-Base/Individual-Grantseekers/Fiscal-Sponsorship/Examples-of-fiscal-sponsorship-agreements)

Nonprofit Genie FAQs on Fiscal Sponsorship (compasspoint.org/askgenie/index.php?tpid=8)

Tides Center on Fiscal Sponsorship (tidescenter.org/fiscal-sponsorship/index.html)

Risk Management/Human Resources
Alliance of Nonprofits for Insurance, Risk Retention Group (ani-rrg.org)

Nonprofit Risk Management Center (nonprofitrisk.org)

Free Management Library: Human Resource Management (managementhelp.org/hr_mgmnt/hr_mgmnt.htm)



Fundraising/Financial Management
PRINT RESOURCES:
Seltzer, Michael. Securing Your Organization’s Future: A Complete Guide to Fundraising Strategies. Rev. ed. New York, NY: 
Foundation Center, 2001. Chapter 22 “Choosing the Funding Mix” is available at foundationcenter.org/getstarted/
onlinebooks/seltzer/text.html

INTERNET RESOURCES:
Grassroots Fundraising Journal (grassrootsfundraising.org/index.html) is a bimonthly periodical targeted to newer 
and/or smaller nonprofits

“Where can I learn more about fundraising planning?” (grantspace.org/Tools/Knowledge-Base/
Funding-Research/Fundraising-Planning/Fundraising-planning)

Interactive Knowledge for Nonprofits Worldwide (IKNOW) (iknow.org) includes a directory of resources on 
financial management

Clearinghouse for Volunteer Accounting Services (cvasusa.org) provides a matching service for nonprofits to find 
volunteer accountants

StayExempt: Tax Basics for 501(c)(3)s (stayexempt.org) from the IRS

Local Resources:
Foundation Center Directory of Cooperating Collections (grantspace/Find-Us)

National Council of Nonprofits (councilofnonprofits.org)
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