
Starting a Non-Profit is like 

having a Baby

8 Questions Your Group Should Ask 
Before Starting a Non-Profit

4HU`�ZLSM�HK]VJHJ`�NYV\WZ�HYL�PU[LYLZ[LK�PU�ILJVTPUN�MVYTHS�UVU�WYVÄ[�
organizations. Because it requires so much dedication, we encourage 

groups to think about this decision and plan. A helpful analogy is to think 

VM�Z[HY[PUN�H�UVU�WYVÄ[�SPRL�Z[HY[PUN�H�MHTPS`�VY�OH]PUN�H�IHI �̀�0[»Z�H�IPN�
decision. As the founders, you will be bringing something completely new 

PU[V�[OPZ�^VYSK��0M�`V\�YHPZL�[OL�UVU�WYVÄ[�^LSS��P[�JHU�JVU[PU\L�NYV^PUN�
L]LU�^OLU�`V\�HYLU»[�[OLYL�HU`�TVYL��/V^L]LY��PM�`V\�HYL�UV[�WYLWHYLK��P[�
can be very hard and not get your group the results you hoped for.

/LYL�PZ�H�N\PKL�[V�OLSW�`V\Y�NYV\W�Z[HY[�H�JVU]LYZH[PVU�HIV\[�ILJVTPUN�H�
UVU�WYVÄ[�

>OH[�PZ�H�5VU�7YVÄ[�6YNHUPaH[PVU&

(�UVU�WYVÄ[�VYNHUPaH[PVU�PZ�H�UV[�MVY�WYVÄ[�
I\ZPULZZ�LU[P[`�YLJVNUPaLK�I`�0U[LYUHS�9L]LU\L�
:LY]PJL��[OL�<UP[LK�:[H[LZ»�[H_�JVSSLJ[PVU�HNLUJ �̀�

A business entity means that it is separate from the people who created it. 

0[�PZ�P[Z�V^U�SLNHS�WLYZVU�

5VU�WYVÄ[Z�HYL�JSHZZPÄLK�\UKLY�����J��[H_�JVKL�HZ�¸W\ISPJ�JOHYP[PLZ¹��;OPZ�
means the government recognizes them as businesses that use all of their 

WYVÄ[�[V^HYKZ�WYVTV[PUN�[OLPY�TPZZPVU��;OL�TVZ[�JVTTVU�[H_�JVKL�\ZLK�
I`�ZLSM�HK]VJHJ`�NYV\WZ�PZ�����J���ZPUJL�[OH[�PZ�[OL�[H_�JVKL�MVY�NYV\WZ�
whose mission is educational or charitable in nature. Groups applying to 

IL�H�UVU�WYVÄ[�VM[LU�ZH`�[OL`»YL�HWWS`PUN�MVY�¸����J����Z[H[\Z¹�



8\LZ[PVUZ�H�.YV\W�:OV\SK�(ZR�0[ZLSM�)LMVYL�)LJVTPUN�H�5VU�7YVÄ[!

� >O`�KV�^L�^HU[�[V�ILJVTL�H�UVU�WYVÄ[&

� 0Z�L]LY`VUL�PU�[OL�NYV\W�VU�[OL�ZHTL�WHNL�
about the mission and how you can accomplish 

P[&�0M�UV[��JHU�^L�NL[�VU�[OL�ZHTL�WHNL&

� /H]L�`V\�OHK�JVU]LYZH[PVUZ�HIV\[�^OH[�`V\Y�
I`SH^Z�ZOV\SK�PUJS\KL&

� /V^�^V\SK�UVU�WYVÄ[�Z[H[\Z�OLSW�\Z�IL�H�
Z[YVUNLY�ZLSM�HK]VJHJ`�NYV\W&�/V^�^V\SK�P[�UV[&

� Do current leaders plan to stay involved with the group for at least three 

`LHYZ&�(YL�[OLYL�WLVWSL�`V\�JHU�Z[HY[�[YHPUPUN�[V�IL�SLHKLYZ�HM[LY�[OYLL�
`LHYZ&

� +V�V\Y�J\YYLU[�SLHKLYZ�RUV^�OV^�[V�THUHNL�H�UVU�WYVÄ[�VYNHUPaH[PVU&�
�0[»Z�VRH`�PM�[OL`�KVU»[�RUV^�`L[��7LVWSL�VM[LU�SLHYU�I`�KVPUN��

� (YL�^L�ILJVTPUN�H�UVU�WYVÄ[�[V�Ä_�H�WYVISLT�PU�V\Y�NYV\W&�0M�ZV��^OH[�
PZ�[OH[�WYVISLT&�(YL�[OLYL�V[OLY�^H`Z�[V�HKKYLZZ�[OH[�PZZ\L&

� +V�^L�OH]L�HSSPLZ�^OV�^PSS�Z\WWVY[�\Z�PU�HWWS`PUN�MVY�UVU�WYVÄ[�Z[H[\Z&

7YVZ�HUK�*VUZ�VM�(WWS`PUN�MVY�-VYTHS�5VU�7YVÄ[�:[H[\Z

7YVZ!

� 0[�JHU�IYPUN�SLNP[PTHJ`�[V�[OL�NYV\W��;OL�W\ISPJ�ZLLZ�[OL�NYV\W�HZ�
YLJVNUPaLK�HZ�H�[H_�L_LTW[�JVYWVYH[PVU�I`�[OL�NV]LYUTLU[��7LVWSL�
TH`�NP]L�[OH[�NYV\W�TVYL�JYLKP[��;OPZ�TH`�TLHU�`V\�NL[�PU]P[LK�[V�TVYL�
meetings, can get more donations, etc.



� Many foundations and government agencies 

YLX\PYL�[OLPY�NYHU[LLZ�[V�OH]L�����J���Z[H[\Z��
/H]PUN�[OPZ�Z[H[\Z�JHU�VWLU�TVYL�KVVYZ�[V�
funding.

� +VUH[PVUZ�NP]LU�[V�[OL�NYV\W�HYL�[H_�
KLK\J[PISL��;OPZ�TLHUZ�PM�WLVWSL�NP]L�[OL�NYV\W�
TVUL �̀�[OL`�JHU�NL[�H�[H_�KPZJV\U[�

� 5VU�WYVÄ[Z�KV�UV[�OH]L�[V�WH`�[H_�VU�TVUL`�
they make.

� ;OL�SLHKLYZ�OH]L�¸SPTP[LK�SPHIPSP[`¹��;OPZ�TLHUZ�PM�ZVTLVUL�[YPLZ�[V�Z\L�
[OL�HNLUJ �̀�[OL`�JHUUV[�NV�HM[LY�[OL�SLHKLYZ»�WLYZVUHS�TVUL �̀�VUS`�[OL�
UVU�WYVÄ[»Z��;OPZ�PZ�ILJH\ZL�[OL�UVU�WYVÄ[�PZ�P[Z�V^U�LU[P[`�B\UP[D�

*VUZ!

� 0[�PZ�H�SV[�VM�YLZWVUZPIPSP[`�[V�IL�H�SLNHS�[H_�L_LTW[�JVYWVYH[PVU��;OLYL�PZ�
H�SV[�VM�WHWLY^VYR�`V\�^PSS�ULLK�[V�ZLUK�[V�[OL�09:�YLN\SHYS �̀�0[�PZ�SPRLS`�
that the group will need a lawyer, accountant, and other professionals.

� (WWS`PUN�MVY�UVU�WYVÄ[�Z[H[\Z�JVZ[Z�TVUL �̀�;OL�HWWSPJH[PVU�MLL�PZ������
MVY�NYV\WZ�[OH[�WSHU�[V�OH]L�TVYL�[OHU��������PU�[OLPY�IHUR�HJJV\U[��
;OLYL�HYL�HSZV�V[OLY�MLLZ�H[�[OL�Z[H[L�HUK�JV\U[`�SL]LS�

� ;OLYL�HYL�Y\SLZ�[OL�UVU�WYVÄ[�T\Z[�MVSSV �̂�-VY�H�UVU�WYVÄ[��[OL�I`SH^Z�
HYL�H�SLNHS�KVJ\TLU[��;OPZ�TLHUZ�[OL�NYV\W�T\Z[�HS^H`Z�KV�^OH[�[OL�
bylaws say.

� 6UJL�[OL�NYV\W�PZ�H�MVYTHS�UVU�WYVÄ[��H�SV[�VM�[PTL�T\Z[�IL�ZWLU[�VU�
THPU[HPUPUN�[OL�UVU�WYVÄ[��;OPZ�VM[LU�[HRLZ�H^H`�MYVT�WYVNYHT�[PTL�



� ;OLYL�PZ�UV�N\HYHU[LL�[OH[�ILJVTPUN�H�MVYTHS�UVU�WYVÄ[�^PSS�THRL�`V\Y�
group successful. Many groups spend years trying to become a non-

WYVÄ[��ILJVTL�VUL��KVU»[�ÄUK�M\UKPUN��HUK�[OLU�KPZZVS]L��5VU�WYVÄ[�
status is a tool, but a group must know how to use it.

/V^�[V�(WWS`�MVY�5VU�7YVÄ[�:[H[\Z

1. Adopt Bylaws. Bylaws say how your 

organization should be run. Often times, it is 

a good idea to include information that is only 

HIZVS\[LS`�ULJLZZHY �̀�;OPZ�PZ�ILJH\ZL�`V\�ULLK�
enough policies to make decisions, but if you 

OH]L�ZV�THU`�Y\SLZ�P[»Z�UV[�WYHJ[PJHS�[V�HS^H`Z�
follow them, a member can say you are violating 

[OL�I`SH^Z��0M�`V\�]PVSH[L�[OLT��`V\�JHU�OH]L�
SLNHS�WYVISLTZ��@V\�JHU�ÄUK�ZHTWSL�I`SH^Z�VUSPUL��0[»Z�NVVK�[V�YL]PL^�
I`SH^Z�MYVT�V[OLY�UVU�WYVÄ[�VYNHUPaH[PVUZ�[V�NL[�HU�PKLH�HIV\[�^OH[�[V�
include.

At a minimum, the bylaws must include:

H�� ;OL�SLNHS�UHTL�VM�[OL�VYNHUPaH[PVU
I�� ;OL�SVJH[PVU�VM�[OL�UVU�WYVÄ[
J�� ;OL�TPZZPVU�Z[H[LTLU[
d. Voting/Decision-Making Structure

P�� >OV�THRLZ�KLJPZPVUZ&��6M[LU��P[�PZ�H�IVHYK�VM�KPYLJ[VYZ��
PP�� /V^�HYL�[OVZL�WLVWSL�LSLJ[LK�HUK�^OLU&
PPP�� �>OH[��PM�HU �̀�HYL�[OLPY�[LYT�SPTP[Z&�BTerm limits = how long 

WLVWSL�JHU�ZLY]L�PU�[OH[�YVSLD�
P]�� /V^�KV�`V\�YLTV]L�H�IVHYK�TLTILY&
]�� >OLU�HUK�^OLYL�KV�IVHYK�TLTILYZ�THRL�KLJPZPVUZ&
]P�� �>OH[�PZ�[OL�X\VY\T&�BQuorum = how many decision makers 

T\Z[�IL�WYLZLU[�ZV�[OH[�[OL�UVU�WYVÄ[�JHU�OVSK�H�]V[LD�



e. Membership information

P�� (YL�[OLYL�TLTILYZ&
PP�� >OH[�PZ�H�TLTILY&
PPP�� >OH[�HYL�TLTILY�YPNO[Z�HUK�YLZWVUZPIPSP[PLZ&
P]�� �/V^�PZ�[OL�UVU�WYVÄ[�VYNHUPaLK&��,_HTWSL!�Z[HɈ��IVHYK��HUK�

JVTTP[[LLZ�PZ�H�JVTTVU�Z[Y\J[\YL��
]�� >OLU�HUK�^OLYL�HYL�TLL[PUNZ&

M�� *VUÅPJ[�VM�0U[LYLZ[�7VSPJ`
P�� �>OH[�HYL�TLTILYZ»�YLZWVUZPIPSP[PLZ�MVY�KLHSPUN�^P[O�JVUÅPJ[Z�VM�

PU[LYLZ[&
PP�� >OH[�T\Z[�[OL`�KV�PM�[OL`�OH]L�H�JVUÅPJ[&

g. Dissolution policy

P�� �>OH[�^PSS�[OL�NYV\W�KV�PM�P[�OHZ�[V�KPZZVS]L&� 
BDissolve�$�IYLHR�\WD�

PP�� �>OH[�PM�[OL�NYV\W�^HZ�NP]LU�TVUL`&�>OH[�^PSS�P[�KV�^P[O�[OH[�
TVUL`&

O�� )`SH^Z�7VSPJ`
P�� >OH[�T\Z[�[OL�NYV\W�KV�[V�JOHUNL�[OL�I`SH^Z&

2. Identify a Board of Directors.�0M�`V\�
HYL�H�SLNHS�UVU�WYVÄ[��`V\�T\Z[�OH]L�H�
KLJPZPVU�THRPUN�IVHYK��:VTL�UVU�WYVÄ[Z�
call this board a Governing Board, while 

V[OLYZ�JHSS�P[�[OL�)VHYK�VM�+PYLJ[VYZ���
<Z\HSS`�[OL�)VHYK�PUJS\KLZ�H�7YLZPKLU[��
H�=PJL�7YLZPKLU[��H�:LJYL[HY �̀�H�;YLHZ\YLY�

and At-Large Members. You will have to include the names and addresses 

of people who hold these positions on the application. You will have to 

YLWVY[�P[�L]LY`�`LHY�[V�[OL�09:�



���0UJVYWVYH[L�`V\Y�VYNHUPaH[PVU�H[�[OL�
state level.��(�SV[�VM�[PTLZ�[OPZ�PZ�YLMLYYLK�
[V�HZ�¸ÄSPUN�[OL�HY[PJSLZ�VM�PUJVYWVYH[PVU¹���
+PɈLYLU[�Z[H[LZ�OH]L�KPɈLYLU[�WHWLY^VYR�
HUK�MLLZ��@V\�JHU�\Z\HSS`�ÄUK�[OPZ�
information online through the Secretary 

VM�:[H[L»Z�^LIZP[L��<Z\HSS �̀�P[�PZ�H�����
page application that you must pay a small fee to submit. Most times you 

must also submit the bylaws, too. Some states, like California, also require 

NYV\WZ�[V�ÄSL�HU�HWWSPJH[PVU�^P[O�[OL�-YHUJOPZL�;H_�)VHYK�ZV�[OL`�KVU»[�
OH]L�[V�WH`�Z[H[L�[H_LZ�

4. Prepare an application to submit to Internal Revenue Service.�;OL�
MVYT�[V�Z\ITP[�PZ�-������;OL�09:�LZ[PTH[LZ�P[�[HRLZ����OV\YZ�[V�JVTWSL[L��
@V\�T\Z[�ÄSL�[OL�HWWSPJH[PVU�^P[OPU����TVU[OZ�VM�PUJVYWVYH[PUN�H[�[OL�
Z[H[L�SL]LS��0[�\Z\HSS`�[HRLZ�[OL�09:�����TVU[OZ�[V�JVUZPKLY�[OL�HWWSPJH[PVU��
-VSSV^�[OL�KPYLJ[PVUZ�JVYYLJ[S �̀�0M�[OLYL�HYL�TPZ[HRLZ��[OL�09:�^PSS�JVU[HJ[�
you to correct them and the process can be much longer.

0[�JHU�IL�NVVK�[V�HZR�H�SH^`LY�[V�YL]PL^�[OL�HWWSPJH[PVU��0M�`V\�KVU»[�OH]L�
H�SH^`LY��`V\�JHU�ZVTLVUL�^OV�OHZ�Z\JJLZZM\SS`�Z[HY[LK�H�UVU�WYVÄ[�[V�
review it.

6W[PVUHS: Some times, advocates have situations where they need their 

HWWSPJH[PVU�JVUZPKLYLK�MHZ[LY�[OHU�[OL�UVYTHS�����TVU[O�[PTLSPUL��@V\�
JHU�PUJS\KL�H�SL[[LY�YLX\LZ[PUN�L_WLKPLUJ �̀�B,_WLKPLUJ`�$�MHZ[�YLZWVUZLD��
,_WSHPU�^O �̀

���6UJL�`V\�YLJLP]L�H�SL[[LY�MYVT�[OL�09:�HJRUV^SLKNPUN�[OH[�`V\�HYL�
H�UVU�WYVÄ[��SL[�`V\Y�Z[H[L�RUV �̂



More Resources

;OL�09:�OHZ�H�NYLH[�WHTWOSL[�VU�HWWS`PUN�MVY�UVUWYVÄ[�Z[H[\Z��@V\�JHU�
ÄUK�P[�VU�[OLPY�^LIZP[L��VY�H[�[OPZ�SPUR!�O[[W!��^^ �̂PYZ�NV]�W\I�PYZ�WKM�
W�����WKM

-VYT����OLSW�JVT�PZ�H�^LIZP[L�Z[HY[LK�I`�H�ZWLJPHSPZ[�^OV�OHZ�OLSWLK�
V]LY�H�[OV\ZHUK�NYV\WZ�HWWS`�MVY�UVU�WYVÄ[�Z[H[\Z�

Local libraries often have a handful of books on applying or running a non-

WYVÄ[��<Z\HSS`�[OLZL�IVVRZ�JVZ[��������

-VY�X\LZ[PVUZ�HIV\[�[OPZ�YLZV\YJL�N\PKL��WSLHZL�JVU[HJ[�[OL�Autistic Self 
Advocacy Network (ASAN) at info@autisticadvocacy.org

;OPZ�9LZV\YJL�.\PKL�^HZ�KL]LSVWLK�MVY�(:(5»Z�7HJPÄJ�(SSPHUJL�VU�
Disability Self-Advocacy�WYVQLJ[��7HJPÄJ�(SSPHUJL�PZ�HU�LɈVY[�M\UKLK�
I`�[OL�(KTPUPZ[YH[PVU�VU�0U[LSSLJ[\HS�HUK�+L]LSVWTLU[HS�+PZHIPSP[PLZ�[V�
Z\WWVY[�ZLSM�HK]VJHJ`�NYV\WZ�^P[O�[LJOUPJHS�HZZPZ[HUJL��-VY�TVYL�HIV\[�
[OL�(:(5�VY�[OL�7HJPÄJ�(SSPHUJL��]PZP[�\Z�H[�^^ �̂H\[PZ[PJHK]VJHJ �̀VYN.

ASAN
AUTISTIC SELF ADVOCACY NETWORK

The Autistic Self Advocacy Network (ASAN) is a non-profit organization run by and for autistic 
people. ASAN provides support and services to individuals on the autism spectrum while 
working to change public perception and combat misinformation. Our activities include public 
policy advocacy, community engagement to encourage inclusion and respect for neurodiversity, 
quality of life oriented research and the development of autistic cultural activities. 

   www.autisticadvocacy.org


