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AGENDA

• Telling the Not-For-Profit                                                                                
Story Through Form 990 

• Schedule A: Public Charity                                                                             
Status and Public Support
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GUIDESTAR

Thanks to the troublemakers at                                                                   
GuideStar, who worked with the IRS                                                                               
to make digital copies of Form 990                                                                              
filings available on the web starting                                                                              
in October 1999, the Form 990 is now an organization’s most 
public document

• About two thirds of visitors to GuideStar’s website look at 
one or more Form 990s during their visit

• Organizations need to think of the Form 990 not just as a 
regulatory tool, but an opportunity to help people 
understand the organization
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INTERNAL REVENUE CODE

• Sec. 6033 of the Internal Revenue Code                                                        
requires most tax-exempt organizations                                                                  
to file an annual information return                                                               
containing income, receipts,                                                                      
disbursements, and other information 

• This is a straightforward requirement                                                              
where not-for-profit organizations                                                      
complete and submit a Form 990 to the IRS for filing 

• Charitable organizations can capitalize on this compliance 
requirement by using it to educate donors and market 
their organizations and programs
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CONSIDER THESE SCENARIOS

Scenario No 1.
Students Saving Riverdale Inc. has 
a new funding organization that 
requires a financial audit. The 
executive director contacts UHY 
LLP to inquire about obtaining the 
audit and the associated fees. 
Before agreeing to meet with 
Students Saving Riverdale, UHY 
looks up the organization’s Form 
990 to learn more about its 
operations and viability. 
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CONSIDER THESE SCENARIOS

Scenario No 2.
Steve Smith, CPA, has been 
asked to serve on the board of 
Sunshine Solutions. Before 
accepting the offer, he examines 
the organization’s Form 990 to 
determine whether the mission 
and programs of Sunshine 
Solutions are aligned with his 
values and priorities, and if the 
governance structure has been 
established in a way that will 
protect him as a board member.
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CONSIDER THESE SCENARIOS

Scenario No 3.
Toy Story Charities has applied for a grant 
from Buzz Bank Foundation. Part of the 
award selection process involves 
reviewing the Form 990 to determine 
whether the mission and 
accomplishments of Toy Story’s programs 
are aligned with the purposes of the 
foundation grants.
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CONSIDER THESE SCENARIOS

These scenarios illustrate how individuals                                                       
use Form 990 to perform due diligence in                                                              
considering whether to commit time or                                                            
resources to a not-for-profit, whether as a                                               
service provider, a grantor or a board member. 

In fact, the 2019 instructions for Form 990 state, “Some members 
of the public rely on Form 990 or Form 990-EZ as their primary or 
sole source of information about a particular organization. How 
the public perceives an organization in such cases can be 
determined by information presented on its return.”



An independent member of UHY international

The Next Level 
of Service

IMPACT ON ORGANIZATIONS

As the number of not-for-profits continue to increase, the 
competition increases for the same pool of donors.

Each organization needs to:

• Be strategic in communicating its mission
• Focus on marketing strategies that work along side the 

organization’s tone
• Fundraising
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IMPACT ON ORGANIZATIONS

• The Form 990 gives a snapshot of the                                                         
financial health, governance and                                                            
operations all in one document

• The organization can sell themselves                                                                        
in the mission and program descriptions                                                      
required on the Form 990

• The Form 990’s narrative sections tells                                                                      
the not-for-profit story of how the organization is fulfilling its 
mission
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WHO IS READING AND WHY?

Not-For-Profit organizations and CPAs are mistaken if 
they think no one is actually reading the information on 
Form 990.

• Sec. 6104(b) requires not-for-profits to make their Form 990 
available to the public, unlike their financial statements

• Rather than shrinking back from this requirement and 
minimizing the amount of information provided on Form 990, 
organizations can make the most of the requirement by telling 
their story and selling their organization
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WHAT READERS LOOK FOR

User Nonfinancial objectives

Donors and grantors

1) Ensure mission aligns with values and goals
2) Evaluate governance structure, policies and compliance
3) Assess program accomplishments and alignments with 

mission

Potential board members 1) Ensure mission aligns with values
2) Evaluate governance structure, policies and compliance

Creditors and banks 1) Evaluate governance structure, policies and compliance

Vendors/service 
providers

1) Determine whether service offerings meet the not-for-profit’s 
needs

External evaluators 1) Evaluate governance structure, policies and compliance
2) Assess program accomplishments and alignment with mission
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WHAT READERS LOOK FOR

What is a common thread among 
these readers?

They all use the Form 990 to make 
decisions that affect the 
organization’s ability to obtain 
funding, provide services, maintain 
proper governance and ultimately 
achieve the goals for which it exists.
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NARRATIVE SECTIONS

Common thought: Since the Form 990 is submitted to the 
government, less information is better. 

Non-for-profits should be eager to take advantage of the opportunity to tell 
their story through the Form 990’s narrative sections. A story of the 
organization’s mission, partnership and client support. The sections that 
organizations can use to tell this information include: 

• Part I, “Summary,” line 1 (mission or most significant activities)
• Part III, “Statement of Program Service Accomplishments,” line 1 

(mission)
• Part III, “Statement of Program Services Accomplishment,” line 4 

(description of individual program service accomplishments)
• Schedule O, Supplemental Information to Form 990 or 990-EZ 

(continuation of the narrative sections as well as explanations of answers 
in other sections)



An independent member of UHY international

The Next Level 
of Service

COMMUNICATION WITH WORDS 
AND NUMBERS

Common practice: To lift from the organization’s website or other 
marketing materials and place it on the Form 990.

However, this may not be the best way to communicate the 
organization’s mission, programs and values

Organization’s should:
1) Consider the audience 
2) Develop focused messages

After these two issues are determined, messages can be crafted 
that focus on communicating with particular audiences.
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COMMUNICATION WITH WORDS 
AND NUMBERS

Content should be centered on: 

• The organization’s unique qualities, programs                                                          
and clients

• The method of accomplishing its mission
• The results of its programs (quantitative and                                                         

qualitative)
• Its value to the community
• Its effectiveness and efficiency in using                                                          

resources and responding to challenges

Example: For an educational program, describe the type and number 
of classes offered, the number of pupils participating and completing 
the program and how successful the participants were compared 
with a similar population not receiving the same services.
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COMMUNICATION WITH WORDS 
AND NUMBERS

The style of writing used in the narrative sections is just 
as important as the content.

Sections should be clear and convincing:
• Donors and other audiences may not understand terms unique to the 

sector or to the particular field of work. 
• For potential donor audiences, these messages should convince the 

readers that the organization is worthy of their contribution. 
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EXAMPLES OF INEFFECTIVE AND 
EFFECTIVE NARRATIVES

What do actual narratives look like? They can be 
brief or extensive. They can be clear or confusing. 

They can spur the reader to seek more information, 
or they can miss an opportunity to inform the 

reader.
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EXAMPLES

Part I, “Summary,” Line 1: Briefly describe the organization’s mission or 
most significant activities.

Nonprofit A: See Schedule O
Ineffective: Misses an opportunity to provide the mission at the top of the Form. 
No information is provided that will encourage the readers to go to Schedule O.

Nonprofit B: Financial support to cancer patients
Effective: States what the organization does and for whom.

Nonprofit C: Care for the homeless and those at risk of becoming homeless.
Effective: States what the organization does and for whom.
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EXAMPLES

Part III, “Statement of Program Service Accomplishments,” line 1: 
Briefly describe the Organization’s mission.

Nonprofit A: See Part I
Ineffective: Does not provide new information; refers to Part I, which refers to 
Schedule O. No information is provided regarding the mission in Part I or Part 
II.

Nonprofit B: Financial support to cancer patients
Adequate: Restates the mission in Part I, but misses an opportunity to provide 
additional information. 
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EXAMPLES

Part III, “Statement of Program Service Accomplishments,” line 1: 
Briefly describe the Organization’s mission.

Nonprofit C: To care for the homeless or those at risk of becoming 
homeless in our community through services that alleviate suffering, 
promote dignity and instill self-sufficiency... (See Sch O)

Schedule O Information: 10,500 volunteers… Support from private 
donations, businesses and corporations, private and corporate foundations, 
and government grants… $5,000 in-kind services and $10,000 in-kind food 
and material donations above financial donations. Volunteer time valued at 
more than $3 million.

Effective: States the mission and provides additional information about how 
the organization fulfills its mission in Part III, then expands in Schedule O 
with more qualitative and quantitative information describing how the 
mission is accomplished.
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EXAMPLES

Part III, “Statement of Program Service Accomplishments,” line 4: 
Describe the organization’s program service accomplishments.

Nonprofit A: Provides funding for basic needs of our clients and training 
for our volunteers.

Ineffective: Does not describe program or provide quantitative and 
qualitative information about the program’s effectiveness.

Nonprofit B: Worked with over 90 participating community charities to 
provide funds for their charitable activities through a matching program 
based on pledges obtained by charity volunteers.

Adequate: Briefly describes the program and how it works and provides 
some quantitative information indicating the magnitude of the program.
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EXAMPLES

Part III, “Statement of Program Service Accomplishments,” line 4: 
Describe the organization’s program service accomplishments.

Nonprofit C: Provided meals to 50 partner organizations located throughout 
the local area where anyone who is hungry is fed… 3,000,000 meals, helped 
50,000 people with clothing… 6,000 at-risk children received new 
backpacks… See Schedule O.

Effective: Describes the activities and results of the program using 
quantitative information to explain the program’s magnitude and 
effectiveness.
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SCHEDULE A

• Purpose of Schedule: Used by an organization that files Form 
990 to provide the required information about public charity 
status and public support

• Who Must File: An organization that answered “Yes” to Form 
990 Part IV, line 1, must complete and attach Schedule A
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SCHEDULE A

Part I: Reason for Public Charity Status

Lines 1-12 (in general)
• Check only one of the boxes on lines 1 through 12 to indicate the 

reason the organization is a public charity for the tax year. 

Note: The reason can be the same as stated in the organization’s 
tax-exempt determination letter from the IRS. 

An organization that does not check any of the boxes                                              
on line 1 through 12 should not file Form 990, 990-EZ                                            
or Schedule A for the tax year, but should file Form                                            
990-PF instead.
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SCHEDULE A

Part I: Reason for Public Charity Status

A public charity required to file the 990 or 990-EZ  is required by the 
IRS to receive at least 1/3 of its contributions from the general 
public or meet the 10% facts and circumstances test. Therefore, 
public charities use the publicly collected funds to directly support 
its initiatives.

Note: If the total contributions received does not meet 
the requirements for a certain year, then the 
Organization can still file for that year under section 
509(a)(2) which we will touch on shortly.
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SCHEDULE A

Part II: Support Schedule for Organizations Described in Sections 
170(b)(1)(A)(iv) and 170(b)(1)(A)(vi)

If the organization checked a box in Part I, on line 5, 7, or 8, it should 
complete Part II and insert the appropriate dollar amounts.

If the organization checks the box in Part II on line 13, it should stop 
there and not complete the rest of Part II.
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SCHEDULE A

Part II Section A: Public Support
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SCHEDULE A
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SCHEDULE A

Part II Section A Line 5:
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SCHEDULE A

Part II Section A Line 5:
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SCHEDULE A

Excess Contribution Worksheet:
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SCHEDULE A

Part III – Support Schedule for Organizations Described in Section 
509(a)(2):

Public Support Test:
• For an organization to qualify as a publicly supported 

organization under 509(a)(2)
• More than 33 1/3% of its support normally must come from 

gifts, grants, contributions, membership fees, and gross receipts 
from admissions, sales of merchandise, performance of services, 
or furnishing of facilities in an activity.

• No more than 33 1/3% of its support normally must come from 
gross investment income and net unrelated business income
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SCHEDULE A

Part III – Support Schedule for Organizations Described in Section 
509(a)(2):

Public Support is measured using a 5 year computation period that 
includes the current and 4 prior tax years (including short years). If 
the organization’s current tax year or any of its 4 prior tax years 
were short years, you would explain in Part VI. 
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QUESTIONS
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