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Methodology
Like our three previous not-for-profit industry surveys, the 2017 CohnReznick Not-for-Profit Governance and Financial  
Management Survey was distributed to not-for-profit industry professionals and board members across the United 
States. Conducted over the spring of 2017, 70% of survey respondents identified themselves as either the Chief 
Executive Officer or Chief Financial Officer of their organization.

To better understand the dynamics of the not-for-profit industry, we asked several new questions this year in 
addition to the questions we ask annually to monitor changes and identify trends. This year’s survey had two 
questions specific to cybersecurity (a growing concern based on recent cyber attacks and results gathered from 
previous surveys). We also asked three questions about diversity and inclusion—querying respondents about 
diversity within their organizations and as it pertains to their Boards of Directors. We also identified three possible 
diversity and inclusion initiatives and asked respondents if their organization had embarked on any or all of them. 
We were pleased to learn that most organizations have taken some action in addressing diversity and inclusion.

Finally, we asked respondents questions about their familiarity with three new accounting standards that will impact 
their organizations beginning next year:

• ASU 2016-14 – Presentation of Financial Statements of Not-for-Profit Entities

• ASU 2016-02 – Leases

• ASU 2014-09 – Revenue from Contracts with Customers

We also asked them to tell us how far along they are with the implementation of these new standards.

Most of the survey questions again centered around the not-for-profit organization’s governance, financial, and risk 
management procedures. These included questions about governance and other policies, the existence of certain 
committees, and Board of Directors' structuring. 

The key findings from the 2017 CohnReznick Not-for-Profit Governance and Financial Management Survey are recapped  
in the Executive Summary. The survey results, and our observations of them, comprise the bulk of this report.

Our thanks to everyone who participated in the 2017 survey as well as the three surveys that preceded it. We 
hope that not-for-profit leaders find the results useful as they fine-tune their governance and financial policies and 
examine the way their boards are structured and operated.
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Confidence in Governance Processes
The 2017 CohnReznick Not-for-Profit Governance and 
Financial Management Survey finds that not-for-profit 
industry leaders are feeling much more confident 
about their organization’s governance practices. 65% of 
respondents reported being “very confident” in their 
organizations’ governance policies and procedures—the 
highest confidence level in three years. Just 3% reported 
that they are “not confident.” Much of this growing 
sense of security in governance lies in the action steps 
the organizations have taken. From IT-related measures, 
such as cybersecurity breach response planning 
to non-IT-related actions, like record recovery and 
disaster recovery plans, organizations are increasingly 
implementing governance and risk management 
policies to protect themselves. 

IT and Cybersecurity
IT security appears to be a greater concern for not-for-
profits in 2017 versus 2016. With more not-for-profits 
taking steps to secure their IT assets, the survey also 
shows that cybersecurity has moved up the ladder 
in terms of organizational concerns. In 2016, 22% of 
organizations considered cyber to be among their three 
greatest risks. That number jumped to 37% in 2017. 

Board of Directors
90% of respondents reported that their boards have a 
working knowledge of their organization’s governance 
policies. That number is up from 84% in 2016. More 
organizations are also reporting that their boards are 
conducting self-assessments and training programs.

2

Diversity & Inclusion
While almost three-quarters of respondents believe 
that their organizations are committed to diversity and 
inclusion, that number is much lower when it comes to 
the board. And, while 57% of respondents believe that 
their organizations are at least “fairly diverse,” just 31% 
have the same feeling about their board.

New Accounting Standards
With CFOs comprising more than 45% of the survey 
respondents, only one quarter of respondents said 
that they have a good understanding/feel comfortable 
implementing ASU 2016-14 – the new financial 
reporting standard for not-for profit organizations. 
Fewer had a solid understanding of ASU 2014-09  
(Revenue Recognition) and ASU 2016-02 (Lease 
Accounting). When it comes to the actual implementation  
of the new standards, just 1% of the surveyed 
organizations have done this—for any of the three 
standards.

Looking Ahead
CohnReznick cannot stress enough the importance for 
not-for-profit organizations to review the information 
needed for applying these three new standards and to 
devise a precise plan for implementation. We can assist 
your organization with a process for understanding and 
implementing one or more of the new standards.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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RESPONDENT 
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Organization Type
When asked to identify which sub-segment  
of the not-for-profit industry best 
described their organization, the largest 
percentage described their organizations 
as human services (22%), followed by 
healthcare (14%), education (19%), 
housing (7%), and associations (7%). The 
remainder were evenly spread between 
a variety of sub-sectors, including arts, 
culture, and humanities at 6%, and public 
and societal benefit at 5%.

Job Description
Nearly half of all 2017 Not-for-Profit 
Governance and Financial Management 
Survey respondents were Chief Financial 
Officers. Another quarter of respondents 
held the position of Chief Executive Officer, 
and 9% were the Controllers for their 
organization.

Which of the following best describes your organization?

What position in your organization do you currently hold?
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Geography
Survey respondents were geographically 
dispersed across the United States and located 
in 32 different states. 

Fiscal Year-End
When asked to note their fiscal year-ends, 
responses were consistent with previous 
survey reports, with 50% responding that their 
organization has a June 30 year-end. Another 
34% said that they have a calendar year-end 
close (December 31). Other respondents 
communicated September and March year-ends, 
with those in the “other” category primarily 
indicating an August 31 year-end close.

In which state is your headquarters located?
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Please tell us the date of your fiscal year-end.
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Annual Revenue in Last Fiscal Year

Almost two-thirds of the respondents 
reported revenues of $1 million to $25 million 
during the last fiscal year. The remainder of 
respondents were evenly spread (roughly  
10% each) in reporting revenues of less than  
$1 million, $26 million to $50 million, $51 million  
to $100 million, and above $100 million. 

Change in Total Revenue
73% of respondents reported an increase 
in 2017 total revenue over the prior year. 
However, of those reporting increases, there 
was a greater proportion reporting an increase 
of greater than 5% and about the same 
percentage reporting decreases of between 
<1% and - 5%. This trend is encouraging in 
that it has both been consistent over the last 
three years and indicates accelerating revenue 
growth among those showing growth overall.

What was the change in total revenue (other than investment 
income) for your organization in the last fiscal year?

7

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

33%
30% 28%

40%
42%

50%

18% 18%
15%

9% 10%
7%

2017

Increase greater
than 5%

Increase between
<1% - 5%

Decrease between
<1% - 5%

Decrease greater
than 5%

2016 2015

What was your annual revenue in the last fiscal year?

10%

64%

9%

9%

9%

Less than $1 Million $1 Million - $25 Million $26 Million - $50 Million
$51 Million - $100 Million More than $100 Million

REVENUE AND INCOME



A CohnReznick Report 9

Breakdown by Sub-Industry
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Revenue Increases by Sub-Segment
Respondents in the Public and Societal, 
Human Services, and Employment sub-
sectors reported revenue increases for 
their organizations with none reporting 
decreases. Most sub-sectors had some 
respondents reporting revenue increases for 
their organizations, with others reporting 
decreases. This disparity was most prevalent 
in the Higher Education, Housing and 
Shelter, Professional and Trade Association, 
Healthcare, and Community Improvement & 
Capacity Building sub-segments.

Revenue Decreases by Sub-Segment
Of those sub-segments reporting revenue 
decreases, the decreases were predominantly 
in the Voluntary Health Associations and 
Medical, Religious, Private Foundation, and 
Arts, Culture, Humanities sub-segments. In 
general, the number of survey respondents  
in these categories were small, so it is difficult 
to determine if this trend is widespread or 
simply due to the small number of survey 
respondents in these sub-sectors.  

Breakdown by Sub-Industry

0 20% 40% 60%-60% -40% -20% 80% 100%

Increase greater
than 5%

Increase between
<1% - 5%

Decrease between
<1% - 5%

Decrease greater
than 5%

La
rg

es
t D

ec
re

as
e 

in
 R

ev
en

ue

Civil Rights, Social Ac�on & Advocacy

Interna�onal, Foreign Affairs & Na�onal Security

Mutual & Membership Benefit

Religion Related

Private Founda�on

Art, Culture & Humani�es

Educa�on - Other

Grantmaking Funds

Voluntary Health Associa�ons & Medical

REVENUE AND INCOME



CohnReznick 2017 Not-for-Profit Governance and Financial Management Survey109

GOVERNANCE AND 
RISK MANAGEMENT



A CohnReznick Report 11

Confidence in Governance Practices
Organizations appear to be more confident 
in their governance practices in 2017 versus 
prior years. When we asked respondents how 
confident they were with their organization's 
governance practices, we were encouraged 
to see a 6% increase in “very confident” 
responses in 2017 versus 2016. This indicates 
a trend where respondents have moved from 
“somewhat confident” to “very confident” over 
the last 12 months. This is a positive change, 
as over the last two years, we saw a downward 
trend in organizations reporting that they were 
"very confident." 

The number of respondents that said they were 
“not confident” in their governance practices 
was 3%, the lowest level reported over the 
three survey periods (2015-2017). 

Most Concerning Issues
2017 survey respondents are uneasy about 
many issues impacting their organizations. But 
the three top issues for 2017 were potential 
changes in revenue (51%), government funding 
(49%), and contributions (38%). Their concern 
is understandable, especially under our 
new administration. With President Trump’s 
campaign promises, including government 
spending cuts to non-defense programs like 
affordable housing, organizations that rely on 
government support for much of their annual 
funding are particularly concerned.

10
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Policies & Procedures
Crisis Planning

We were surprised to see more than half of 
the respondents reporting that they do not, 
or are not sure if they have, a plan in place 
to deal with a reputational crisis. In today’s 
world of cyber-attacks, social media crises, 
and the speed at which news on scandals is 
now disseminated to the public, we would 
have expected to see more organizations 
taking the necessary steps to put a formal 
crisis management plan in place. 

Once a crisis hits, most organizations have just 
hours—or sometimes minutes—to execute 
the appropriate response plan in dealing 
with a reputational crisis. Furthermore, the 
urgency of the situation often makes it much 
more difficult to manage.

CohnReznick believes that not-for-profit 
leaders should develop a comprehensive crisis 
management plan that clearly identifies who, 
what, when, where, and how. Documenting 
a plan that addresses alternative outcomes, 
and working through each with the team, will 
help you be fully prepared for what’s to come. 
As the quote goes, “Better to have it and not 
need it, then need it and not have it.” 

Does your organization have a plan in place to deal with a  
reputational crisis?

0%

38% 39%

44% 43%

18% 18%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

2017

Yes No Not Sure

2016

11

GOVERNANCE AND RISK MANAGEMENT

CohnReznick believes that 
not-for-profit leaders should 
develop a comprehensive 
crisis management plan that 
clearly identifies who, what, 
when, where, and how.
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IT-Related Policies

When we asked about the IT-dependent 
policies and procedures that organizations 
currently have in place, we see a positive trend 
in policies and plans, which is encouraging. 
Overall, organizations with a social media policy 
in place grew from 67% to 71% in 2017 versus 
the prior year. In addition, we saw a significant  
(21 point) uptick in the percentage of 
organizations with a cybersecurity breach 
response plan in place, as well as a slight 
increase in those that have an information 
technology strategic plan (43% over 38%). 
Organizations reporting that they have 
conducted an information technology risk 
assessment also grew in 2017 (65% versus  
57% in 2016).

Non-IT-related Policies

For policies and procedures not related to 
information technology, we also see a positive 
trend in 2017 versus the prior year. In this year’s 
survey, more respondent organizations have 
taken the steps to put into place whistleblower 
complaint resolution policies (up 6 points), 
disaster recovery plans (up 6 points), a record 
retention policy (up 6 points), an annual gift 
policy (up 7 points), an annual disclosure 
statement to identify conflicts of interest  
(up 3 points), and a written conflict of interest  
policy (up 3 points).

12
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Internal Training Programs

When we asked about training that had been 
conducted for the respondent organizations' 
employees, respondents indicated a slight 
increase in training conducted on information 
technology security (up 7 points) and in the area 
of harassment (up 4 points). However, there was 
a decrease in training in the areas of grant and 
contract compliance (down 6 points) and legal 
and regulatory compliance (down 5 points). 

The good news is that there are fewer 
organizations reporting they aren’t conducting 
any training (16% in 2017 versus 23% in 2016).  
Training on ethics and compliance was unchanged 
from 2016 at 46%.

CohnReznick suggests that, in conjunction with 
training on topics like information technology 
and ethics, organizations should check with 
their legal advisors for any other training that 
should be conducted based on their home state. 
At the same time, while annual training may not 
be mandatory, it would benefit organizations to 
offer educational sessions on grant and contract 
management as well as legal and regulatory 
compliance.

...while annual training may not 
be mandatory, it would benefit 
organizations to offer educational 
sessions on grant and contract 
management as well as legal and 
regulatory compliance.
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Annual Risk Assessment

After reviewing the responses pertaining to the 
types of risks explored within our respondents' 
annual risk assessment process, we felt that it 
would be beneficial if we broke the information 
out by size of the organization. As you can see 
in the charts, regardless of size, most responses 
were similar.

Organizations between $26 million and $50 million  
in revenue responded that they were more 
likely to contemplate regulatory risk than both 
smaller and larger organizations. In addition, 
organizations within the <$1 million - $25 million  
revenue range are more likely to contemplate 
governance risks. That same group, however, 
appears to be much more likely to have not 
conducted an annual risk assessment, which is 
concerning. 

CohnReznick recommends that not-for-profit 
organizations conduct a short assessment  
every year to assist senior management in 
identifying key organizational risks. This is a  
low cost, minimal effort that can ensure your 
risk management bases are covered. The results 
from this assessment should be reviewed with 
your board.

14
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Does your organization’s annual risk assessment process 
contemplate any of the following risks? (Please check all 
that apply.)
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Fraud

When we asked respondents if a fraud had 
occurred in their organization in the last 12 
months, we received a resounding ‘No’ at 91%.  
While, on the surface, this response seems 
encouraging, there are caveats to consider. 
First, the survey question only asks if a fraud  
had occurred within the last 12 months. It is 
therefore possible that the organization had 
experienced fraud outside of the survey  
period. Second, it is possible that the individual  
survey respondent may not have been made 
aware that a fraud had occurred. Therefore, 
we are skeptical if the responses to this 
question paint a true picture of the incidences 
of fraud within not-for-profit organizations. 

To dig deeper, we asked respondents who had  
indicated a fraud occurred to address how that  
fraud was detected. Overall, their responses 
indicate that internal controls were primarily 
responsible for detecting the fraud. Fraud 
was most often detected through an account 
reconciliation (41%), management review 
(31%), or a document examination (38%) with 
smaller percentages detected through a tip 
(21%), an internal audit (24%), surveillance 
and monitoring (7%), notification by law 
enforcement (7%) or a confession (10%). 
Fewer respondents indicated that they 
detected the fraud by accident (just 7%), 
which is also a positive trend. We were 
similarly glad to hear that one of our 
respondent’s management team members 
had detected an unsuccessful attempt at  
a fraudulent activity.

Relatively speaking, these numbers are 
inconsistent with those reported in the Association  
of Certified Fraud Examiners (ACFE) Report  
to the Nations on Occupational Fraud, which we  
use for benchmarking purposes. However, we  
need to keep in mind that the ACFE report covers  
both for-profit and not-for-profit organizations.  
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In addition, the ACFE releases their report 
every other year, so the data is from 2016  
and could change in their 2018 report.

Disclosed Conflicts of Interest

We believe that it is important to cover 
disclosed conflicts of interest, focusing on 
whether an organization’s audit or finance 
committee monitors them. Overall, 75% of 
respondents answered “yes” in this year’s 
survey—a 13 point increase versus 2016 and a 
24 point increase compared to 2015.

When we further inquired as to whom our 
respondents obtain annual conflict of interest 
disclosure statements from, we found that 93%  
obtain them from members of their board, 
but only 29% obtain them from employees 
other than management. 65% of respondents 
collect conflict of interest disclosure 
statements from their management team.

Per the ACFE, most instances of corruption, 
including those that involve purchasing 
schemes and sales schemes, begin with 
conflicts of interest. In addition, the ACFE 
defines corruption within their report as,  
“A scheme in which an employee misuses 
his or her influence in a business transaction 
in a way that violates his or her duty to the 
employer to gain a direct or indirect benefit 
(e.g., schemes involving bribery or conflicts  
of interest).”

We strongly encourage not-for-profit 
organizations to collect conflict of interest 
disclosure statements from their employees, 
management, and members of their board. In 
addition, we believe that organizations should 
collect this information from every major 
vendor they use on a regular basis.  

Does your organization’s audit or finance committee monitor 
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Please identify the parties from whom you obtain annual  
conflict of interest disclosure statements. (Please check all  
that apply.)

2017 2016 2015

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

10%

30%

50%

70%

90%

Employees
other than

management

Management Members of
the Board

Vendors All of 
the above

29% 31%

65%63%64%

93%89%
94%

6% 5% 5% 7% 8% 5%

29%

* Please note that based on the op�on to check mul�ple answers, this chart will not add up to 100%
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THE NEW ACCOUNTING 
STANDARDS
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Through webinars, thought leadership, and 
alerts we have distributed over the last few 
months, we have tried to make our not-for-profit  
clients aware of three new accounting standards  
updates (ASUs) they must prepare for within the  
next 24 months. They include ASU 2016-14: 
Presentation of Financial Statements for Not-
for-Profit Entities, ASU 2016-02: Leases, and 
ASU 2014-09: Revenue from Contracts with 
Customers. As the effective dates of several 
ASUs are quickly approaching, the survey 
asked respondents about their level of 
familiarity with these accounting standards 
updates.

The New Not-for-Profit Financial 
Statements Presentation Standard
76% of respondents indicated that they either 
were not aware of the new standard (16%), 
have conducted some basic research (33%), 
or have read the ASU, but still have some 
significant questions (27%) pertaining to the 
new financial statements model. In addition, 
when we examined the responses we received 
from Chief Financial Officers (CFOs), the 
numbers were telling.

At the time the survey was conducted, nearly 
80% of the CFOs lacked a full understanding 
of the new financial statements reporting 
update. Just 8% indicated that they have a 
good understanding of the ASU, while only  
14% felt comfortable implementing the 
provisions of the ASU.

These responses were concerning to us especially  
as the provisions of ASU 2016-14 are effective 
for annual financial statements issued for 
fiscal years beginning after December 15, 2017  
and for interim periods within fiscal years 
beginning after December 15, 2018. 

CohnReznick suggests that you develop an action  
plan now that includes contacting your trusted  
advisors to begin the implementation process. 

18

THE NEW ACCOUNTING STANDARDS

What is your level of familiarity with the new not-for-profit financial 
statements presentation accounting standard (ASU 2016-14)?
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At the time the survey was 
conducted, nearly 80% of the  
CFOs lacked a full understanding 
of the new financial standards 
reporting update.
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The New Revenue Recognition Standard 
(ASU 2014-09)
17% of 2017 survey respondents said that 
they were not aware of the new revenue 
recognition standard. 38% noted that they 
have conducted some basic research and 
another 24% responded that they have read 
the ASU but still have significant questions. 

In looking at CFO responses only, similar 
to the Financial Statement Reporting ASU, 
roughly 80% of CFOs lack a full understanding 
of the new revenue recognition standard.

As this standard becomes effective for all 
annual reporting periods beginning after 
December 15, 2017 for public companies and 
December 15, 2018 for non-public companies 
including not-for-profits, we cannot stress 
enough how important it is for organizations 
to review the information on implementation 
of the new revenue recognition standard. 
We recommend following the eight-step 
implementation plan shown to the right.

What is your level of familiarity with the following new revenue  
recognition standard (ASU 2014-09) updates?

We were not
aware of the

standard.

I have
conducted some
basic research.

I’ve read the
ASU, but s�ll 

have some
significant
ques�ons.

I have a good
understanding 

of what is
required.

I feel 
comfortable

implemen�ng 
the provisions

of the ASU.
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24%

8% 8%

13% 12%
10%

38%

45%
All Respondents

CFOs Only

Note: After the  2017 survey 
had closed, FASB introduced 
another proposed accounting 
standards update:  Not-for-
Profit Entities: Clarifying the 
Scope and Accounting Guidance 
for Contributions Received 
and Contributions Made. We 
encourage you to familiarize 
yourself with this proposed 
accounting rule change in 
addition to the three discussed 
in this survey.

THE NEW ACCOUNTING STANDARDS

Iden�fy project sponsor(s) and change management group
1

Build an Implementa�on task force 
2

Train and educate organiza�onal personnel
3

Understand the key revenue streams, accoun�ng policies, and treatments
4

Select a sample of contracts and apply standard
5

Conduct an impact assessment
6

Commence conversion
7

Implement and embed new processes to comply on a go-forward basis
8

Revenue Recognition Implementation Plan

19
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The New Leases Standard (ASU 2016-02)
As leases are a fact of life for nearly every 
for-profit and not-for-profit organization, we 
asked our respondents about their level of 
understanding of the new leases standard. 
Their level of understanding was like that  
of the other two ASUs.

81% of total respondents and 63% of the 
CFOs were either not aware of the standard 
(25% All, 12% CFOs), had only conducted 
some basic research (33% All, 43% CFOs), 
or had read the ASU but still had significant 
questions (23% All, 8% CFOs). 

Finally, we felt it was important to also 
ask the question: How far along is your 
organization with its implementation 
process for the new accounting standards 
updates? Unfortunately, most respondents 
answered ‘we have not begun to assess our 
needs’ to the tune of a staggering 61%, 64%, 
and 67% for the three standards. In addition, 
only 18%, 17%, and 16%, respectively, 
have developed a plan for implementation, 
while just 19%, 17%, and 16% are in the 
implementation process.

The most important finding here is that only 
1% of organizations have completed their 
implementation of the new standards thus far  
in 2017. Our prior message therefore, bears 
repeating: “We cannot stress enough how 
important it is for not-for-profit organizations to  
review the information around implementation  
of these three new standards and devise a 
comprehensive plan that begins now.”

20

What is your level of familiarity with the new leases standard  
(ASU 2016-02) update?

THE NEW ACCOUNTING STANDARDS

How far along is your organization with its implementation  
process for the new accounting standards updates?

Financial Statements Repor�ng (ASU 2016 -14)
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What is the size of your board?

Have any of the following occurred in your organization the past year? 
(Please check all that apply.)

Board Size

Most of the respondents reported 
board sizes of more than 10 members.  
We believe that, for most organizations  
with annual revenues above  
$10 million, a board composed  
of 10-20 members is ideal.

Organizational Changes

As significant changes occur with 
many organizations over the course 
of a year, we once again asked 
respondents to identify if any of a 
list of occurrences had happened 
within the past year. The responses 
we received were similar to last year,  
with one-third of respondents noting  
that they implemented a new strategic  
plan, 17% advising that they expanded  
into new geographic markets, and 16%  
reporting that they had received an 
increase in government funding. 17% 
of organizations reported that they 
had a new Chief Financial Officer 
or Chief Executive Officer in 2017, 
with more organizations having CFO 
changes than CEO changes versus 
2016.

22% of 2017 respondents said 
that they had used reserves or 
endowments to fund operating 
needs, down from 26% in 2016.  
20% reported losing revenues due 
to diminished public funding, down 
slightly from last year.  

2017 2016 2015

1 - 5 board 
members

5 - 10 board 
members

10 - 15 board 
members

15 - 20 board 
members

20+ board 
members
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33%

18%
16%

3%

* Please note that based on the op�on to check mul�ple answers, this chart will not add up to 100%
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33%
32%

22%

20%
21%

17%
17%
17%

18%
17%

13%
16%

20%
16%

15%

12%

8%
6%

12%
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Electronic Voting

We have heard from our clients that their use 
of technology, while sometimes challenging, 
can reduce costs and make it easier for 
board members to attend meetings via video 
conference. We asked if the organization’s 
bylaws allowed for electronic voting. Like 
last year’s survey, most respondents advised 
that their organizations do allow electronic 
voting whether for certain resolutions (20%), 
or all resolutions (33%). However, 47% of 
organizations still do not allow electronic 
voting for board decisions.

Term Limits

Like previous surveys, roughly three-quarters  
of 2017 respondents advised that their 
organization has term limits for board members.  
When asked if these term limits were exclusive  
of time serving as board officers, 25% 
responded “yes”—virtually unchanged from 
last year’s survey.

While board members with a long-term 
investment in the organization can be 
beneficial because of their knowledge of its 
processes and procedures, this only helps 
the organization if the board member is 
productive and very involved. As the 2017 
survey finds, there has been a significant 
shift towards greater diversity and inclusion 
in board composition over the past several 
years. Boards that maintain diversity, 
especially if their organization serves a diverse 
group of individuals, may be more effective 
and productive in serving their constituents 
over the long-term.

Self-Assessment

CohnReznick recommends that not-for-profit  
organizations conduct a board self-assessment 
each year to confirm the alignment of their 
mission with the skills, membership, and 
other factors that enable them to achieve 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Do your bylaws allow for electronic voting?

Do your board members have term limits?

If you answered yes to the question above, are these term limits 
exclusive of time serving as board officers?
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Do you feel that your board members have a working  
knowledge of the organization’s governance policies?

16

their goals. We asked respondents if their 
organizations had conducted such an 
assessment in the last year. We were glad 
to see a slight increase from 35% in 2016 to 
38% in 2017 of those who answered that 
they had. In addition, we saw a 10% decrease 
in respondents advising that they had not. 
Respondent organizations that do not conduct 
a self-assessment, however, did add up to 
a whopping 40%. There was also a slight 
increase in those who were ‘not sure,’ which 
is equally troubling, since this assessment is 
something that should not be completed by 
the management team alone, but with the 
board. Therefore, it is our feeling that the 22% 
saying that they were not sure were likely to 
be among those organizations that do not 
conduct a board self-assessment.

The self-assessment allows the board to 
obtain a solid understanding of where their 
skills lie, if diversity has been achieved within 
their group, and which steps may be needed 
to move forward when compared to stated 
goals.

Knowledge of Governance Policies

One of the areas that would likely be covered 
in a board self-assessment is whether board 
members have a working knowledge of 
the organization’s governance policies. This 
is especially important as it could lead to 
training on policies and procedures, conflicts 
of interest, and more.

29% of 2017 respondents “strongly agree” 
that their board members have a working 
knowledge of their organization’s governance 
policies, and 43% “somewhat agree.” We also 
saw a drop among respondents stating that 
they “strongly disagree,” which is positive.2017 2016 2015
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Have you conducted a board self-assessment in the past year?
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Does your Board require an annual contribution from its directors?

Annual minimum contribution as noted by respondents

Which of the following educational topics were covered during 
your Board meetings in your last fiscal year? (Please click all  
that apply.)

2017 2016 2015

Yes, with no 
official minimum

No Yes, with the 
official minimum 
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Annual Director Contributions

We asked respondents if their board requires 
an annual contribution from its directors. The 
responses differed from prior surveys, with a 
drop of 8% in those that require a contribution 
without a minimum, and a 7% drop in those 
that do not require an annual contribution. At 
the same time, 15% advised that their boards 
do require an annual minimum contribution. 
Among these, 44% require contributions 
of $1,000 to $10,000 annually, 11% require 
contributions of $10,000 to $20,000 and 9% 
require contributions of $20,000 to $50,000 
annually.

Meeting Topics

Like prior year surveys, we asked our 
respondents about the educational topics 
covered in their board meetings in the last 
fiscal year. 71% of the respondents reported 
that there was a financial aspect to their 
board meeting training. Just over half of 
the respondents reported some training 
on governance, and 61% reported training 
related to strategic planning. Other areas 
of educational training, such as tax (9%), 
regulatory (25%), risk management (29%),  
and technology (23%) were not as prevalent  
in board meetings, which is concerning. 

When organizations recruit members for their 
not-for-profit boards, they look for specific 
skill sets in areas such as human resources, 
financial, technology, legal, insurance, 
marketing, and so on. While these experts 
offer vital information and knowledge within 
their specific fields, they are also limited to 
those same fields. Therefore, many of the 
critical issues surrounding the operation of 
a not-for-profit organization may be foreign 
to them. Organizations should take the time 
to educate their board members on critical 
areas, such as governance, risk management, 
tax compliance, and others.

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
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Audit & Other Committees
Existence of Audit Committee

The 2017 survey shows that little has changed  
over last year regarding the committees that not- 
for-profits form to manage their organizations. 
Just over half of the organizations surveyed 
stated that their board does have an audit 
committee. This is a slightly higher number 
than last year. 39% stated that their finance 
committee serves as the audit committee—
the same percentages in both 2017 and 2016.

If your organization does not have an audit 
committee (7% of respondents do not), we  
recommend that you develop specific processes  
to ensure that all financial, tax, and regulatory 
concerns are addressed on a regular basis. 
Additionally, your board or a board committee 
should be having routine discussions on issues 
involving risk.

Composition of Audit Committee

Regardless of audit committee size, most  
members were voting members. For audit 
committees of 1-3 people, 60% of the members  
were voting members. The composition of 
voting to non-voting members was higher in 
proportion to the size of the audit committees. For 
example, for audit committees with six or more  
members, nearly 90% were voting members.
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Does your board have an audit committee?

2017 2016 2015

Yes, we have an
audit commi�ee

No, our finance
commi�ee serves as 
an audit commi�ee

No, we do not have 
an audit commi�ee
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Other Committees

While more than 80% of respondents stated 
that they have a finance committee or an 
executive committee, few have committees 
for critical issues, such as compensation, 
information technology, and risk. While 
the presence of these committees has 
grown slightly over last year, it is apparent 
that operational issues, such as employee 
compensation and technology, have not 
risen to the level of warranting separate 
committees to explore these issues.

Diversity and Inclusion
Organizational Diversity

Maintaining diversity and inclusion in hiring 
practices, compensation and promotion 
practices, selection of outside vendors, and 
much more has become mission critical for 
many not-for-profit organizations. In fact, 
many have woven their commitment to 
diversity and inclusion into their mission 
statements and operating principles.

When asked about diversity within their 
organizations, we were surprised to see 
stark contrasts between the organizations 
and the boards selected to run them. For 
example, while 28% of respondents believe 
their organizations are extremely diverse, just 
10% give that same rating for their boards. 
Additionally, for respondents reporting that 
their organization was not diverse at all, 5% 
said this about the organization and 8% about 
the board. 

Please indicate if you have any of the following committees of 
the board. (Please check all that apply.)

* Please note that based on the op�on to check mul�ple answers, this chart will not add up to 100%
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D&I Initiatives

Almost half of the respondents were 
not sure if their organization had taken 
specific measures to improve diversity and 
inclusion. Of those respondents aware of 
their organization’s diversity and inclusion 
initiatives, 34% stated that there are 
established policies and procedures, and 10% 
noted that a diversity and inclusion committee 
had been formed. 9% of respondents told 
us that their organization had conducted a 
diversity and inclusion assessment. 

While it is somewhat concerning that 
many respondents are unaware of their 
organization’s diversity and inclusion agendas, 
it was encouraging to see that 53% were 
aware of specific ways that their organization 
is moving diversity and inclusion forward. We 
encourage not-for-profits to promote their 
commitment to diversity and inclusion in their 
communications, specifically on their websites 
and in other marketing materials.

28

Not Sure
47%

Has
established 
policies and 

procedures for
diversity and

inclusion
34%

Has conducted a
diversity assessment

Has established a diversity committee 
in an e�ort to own the process and 
move our team in the right direction

9%

10%

My organization has put forth the following with regards to  
diversity and inclusion. (Please check all that apply.)

We encourage not-for-profits to 
promote their commitment to 
diversity and inclusion in their 
communications, specifically 
on their websites and in other 
marketing materials.
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My organization and board are dedicated to diversity  
and inclusiveness. 
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Cybersecurity 
Organizational Concern

As concerns with cybersecurity among other 
organizational risks have become more 
elevated over the time we have conducted 
these annual governance surveys, we have 
asked more survey questions about this 
important topic. The most interesting finding 
from our questions on cybersecurity was 
the sharp increase in concern in 2017. In 
2016, 23% of respondents stated that they 
were not concerned with cybersecurity. That 
number dropped to just 11% in 2017. While 
22% of 2016 respondents and 24% of 2015 
respondents counted cybersecurity among 
their organization’s top three risks, that 
number jumped to 37% in 2017.

This increased concern about cybersecurity is 
not surprising to us considering the numerous 
high profile breaches that seem to make news  
on a weekly basis. Cyber-risk is real, and 
growing. Any not-for-profit organization or 
its board that does not take cybersecurity 
seriously may be headed for big trouble.

How concerned are you about cybersecurity?

2017 2016 2015

Not concerned Among our organiza�ons
top 3 risks

Among our organiza�ons
top 10 risks, but not

among our top 3 risks
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Has your organization performed any of the following with regard 
to your cybersecurity risk plan?
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Preventative Measures

The 2017 survey shows that not-for-profit organizations have begun to take the appropriate measures in safeguarding 
themselves from cyber-risk and that respondents are aware of this. 51% of respondents reported that their 
organization has conducted a cybersecurity assessment, and 38% report that their organizations have conducted 
vulnerability assessments and/or penetration testing.

We continue to advise our clients that, at minimum, they should conduct a cybersecurity assessment for their 
organization and its technology infrastructure to, among other things, minimize the impact of a breach. This includes 
a crisis management/communication plan to assure donors and other stakeholders, in the event of a breach, that a 
comprehensive plan exists and your organization is ready to act upon it.

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
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survey analysis report will help your organization develop the appropriate governance and financial management practices 
it needs to further its mission.

Our Not-for-Profit Governance and Financial Management Survey is intended to bring attention to issues that your board,  
management team, and  organizational staff should be discussing. Whether these issues relate to governance, board 
structure, financial management processes, or diversity and inclusion initiatives, addressing them should be a priority  
for your not-for-profit organization.  

We hope that this report and the results of our previous surveys have helped you gain insight as you look ahead and 
imagine more. 
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About CohnReznick’s Not-for-Profit  
and Education Industry Practice
CohnReznick has a dedicated Not-for-Profit and Education Industry Practice that works 
closely with the boards, management, and financial leaders of not-for-profit and educational 
organizations. Our clients include associations, foundations, educational institutions,  
not-for-profit affordable housing developers, religious and cultural organizations, and  
social service agencies. 

In addition to providing these organizations with a comprehensive array of assurance and tax 
services, we also provide industry-focused advisory services, including those designed to help 
them identify work flow inefficiencies, enhance governance and internal controls, leverage 
technology and IT infrastructure, and more effectively manage capital and planned giving campaigns. 

CohnReznick serves many of the most respected not-for-profit organizations and educational 
institutions in the United States. These include our own professional organization, the American 
Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA), with nearly 400,000 member CPAs. 

Where can I learn more?
To learn how our services and expertise can support your mission, visit our website at  
https://www.cohnreznick.com/industries/not-profit-and-education. 

CohnReznick LLP is one of the top accounting, tax, and advisory firms in the United States, 
combining the deep resources of a national firm with the hands-on, agile approach that today’s 
dynamic business environment demands. With diverse industry expertise, the Firm provides 
organizations with the insight and experience to help them break through and seize growth  
opportunities. The Firm, with origins dating back to 1919, is headquartered in New York, NY 
with 2,700 employees in offices nationwide. CohnReznick is a member of Nexia International,  
a global network of independent accountancy, tax, and business advisors. For more information, 
visit www.cohnreznick.com.
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for information purposes and general guidance only and does not constitute professional advice. You should not act upon the information contained in this publication without obtaining specific professional advice. No 
representation or warranty (express or implied) is made as to the accuracy or completeness of the information contained in this publication, and CohnReznick LLP, its members, employees and agents accept no liability, and 
disclaim all responsibility, for the consequences of you or anyone else acting, or refraining to act, in reliance on the information contained in this publication or for any decision based on it.


