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Overview: Why Care About this Study?
Charitable giving in 2014 reached an all-time high of more than $358 billion (with a “b”), according to 
annual philanthropy report, “Giving USA.” By any standard, that’s a tremendous amount of money, and 
represents nearly 2 percent of this country’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP). To put this in perspective, 
that’s slightly greater than Colombia’s GDP (ranked at 32) and just below United Arab Emirates’ (ranked 
at 31). 

While much of the attention given to fundraising focuses on the front-end “ask,” there’s little 
discussion around the tremendous behind-the-scenes effort of accounting for all of those billions of 
dollars in funds. 

Raising money from a variety of different sources is incredibly important (and we highlighted 
misalignments between donors and nonprofit organizations in our Donor Engagement Study released 
earlier this year). However, we believe proper management of those dollars and compliance with the 
complexities of various funding sources are equally important. 

In fielding this study, we set out to explore more deeply, and ultimately understand the day-to-day 
life and challenges that exist for the people responsible for handling the mission-focused dollars after 
the donation has been made – the finance/accounting professionals working in the nonprofit sector. 
We looked at the overall fundraising cycle through a fund accounting lens to see what the emerging 
trends are, what the ongoing challenges are, what role technology plays, as well as how trends and 
challenges differ depending upon an organization’s size and respondent’s age.  

We asked questions of more than 350 nonprofit finance/accounting professionals at organizations 
ranging from $1 million to more than $50 million in revenue, and representing nearly every vertical 
served. We also broke down the data generationally, because we wanted to understand if more 
seasoned professionals offer a different perspective from those just entering the workforce. The 
online survey took place between September 20 and September 30, 2015. 

Here is what we learned.
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Key Findings
 • Nobody is above the basics: While many of the respondents hold senior-level positions, nearly all 

of them continue to be involved in the day-to-day activities of the organization. This is reflective of a 
trend found in the data that nonprofits (both large and small) are moving to smaller, leaner finance 
teams.

 • Interruptions are common: The number one most common challenge finance/accounting 
professionals say they face on a daily basis is interruption from other departments (nearly half of all 
respondents), followed by reporting challenges and training new employees.

 • Funding is (obviously) key: Organizationally, finance/accounting professionals identify long-term 
sustainability and finding new funding sources as the biggest challenges (this is true for both small 
and large organizations). Most organizations are looking to increase funding sources in the next 
three years. 

 • Embracing the cloud: Larger organizations are moving to the cloud faster, and also see greater 
value and benefit to cloud-based software. Overall, most of the respondents see the cloud as 
beneficial, with security being the biggest area of concern.  

 • Finance/accounting professionals want to focus more on strategy: By and large, respondents 
spend much of their time focused on either running reports or preparing for monthly presentations 
(regardless of role, age, or organization size), and would like to spend more time on strategic and 
budget planning.

 • Involved across the organization: Overall, respondents say they are actively involved in decision 
making across the entire organization, not just within the finance department. Many play active 
roles in operations and human resources, as well. However, the department with which they are 
the second least involved is fundraising/development.
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Generational Overview
This probably comes as no surprise, but we engage the world differently than our parents and 
grandparents do. On the whole, generations act and behave differently from each other on a variety 
of issues. 

However, based on data in this study, the view of finance and accounting in nonprofit organizations 
across all generations varies only slightly. Regardless of age, those in a finance and accounting role, by 
and large, see the world very similarly and experience the same challenges. The below chart provides 
a quick overview of finance professionals across three generations – Millennials, Generation Xers, and 
Boomers. 

CLOSER LOOK: GENERATIONAL OVERVIEW

Typical Years in Role

Typical Size of Organization

Interruptions From
Other Departments 

Staff Management

Engagement with
the Board

Budget Planning

Reporting Training New
Employees

Development Activities

Managing HR Activities 

Typical Role in Organization

Biggest Challenges (Top 5)

13+ years

$1 million-$4 million

Boomers
(51-69)

Chief Financial Officer

13+ years

$50 million+

Generation Xers
(35-50)

Director of Finance
Chief Financial Officer

Millennials
(21-34)

1-3 years

$50 million+

Staff Accountant

Ranked in order from left to right

Financial Analyst
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Section 1: Organization and Department Trends
Organizationally, respondents feel pressure to perform on multiple fronts, and weigh most of the 
overall organizational trends equally. Figure 1 (Organizational Trends) shows the broad range of 
trends and their priority through the lens of the finance/accounting staff. Everything matters, which 
can produce a lack of focus for the organization. 

ORGANIZATIONAL TRENDS

1

2

3

SCORE

%TTB*

2.7

97%

Illustrating 
long-term

organization 
sustainability

Very 
Important

Not at All 
Important

Somewhat 
Important

95%

2.6

Finding new 
and alternative 
funding sources

96%

2.6

Transparency 
with 

constituents

96%

2.6

Proving 
analytical/ 

strategic value 
of organization

93%

2.6

Receiving 
designated 

funding

91%

2.6

Fundraising 
challenges

87%

2.3

Employee 
turnover

*TTB = Top Two Box  Figure 1: Organizational Trends

The need to do more with less is a strong trend that emerged from this study. The top three 
departmental (finance/accounting) trends identified by all participants, regardless of organization size 
or respondent age, are: 1) small, lean finance teams; 2) cross-functional expertise for all staff; and 3) 
key decision makers for technology, software, and services reside inside finance. 

Figure 2 (Departmental Trends) shows the trends and their perceived priority within the finance/
accounting department. 

One interesting item to note is that employee turnover is identified as a major trend across the entire 
organization, but ranks low in department trends. This suggests that, overall, finance staff tend to stick 
around, but turnover is more problematic in other departments. 
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DEPARTMENTAL TRENDS

80% 70% 62% 62% 59% 44% 38% 22%

Small, lean 
finance teams

Cross-functional 
expertise for all staff

Key decision makers 
for technology, 

software, services 
inside finance

A move to 
cloud-based 
technologies

A mix of 
full-time and 

part-time staff
Staff turnover

A mix of paid 
and volunteer 

staff

Outsourced 
elements of 
accounting/ 
bookkeeping

Figure 2: Departmental Trends

While overall organizational trends are consistent, regardless of organization size, there are some 
pronounced departmental trend differences between large and small organizations, and even more 
pronounced differences between generations. Figure 3 highlights how small and large organizations 
view finance/accounting departmental trends. Note that larger organizations are moving more quickly 
to cloud-based technologies, while smaller organizations see a much stronger trend toward the right 
people balance (small, lean teams; mix of paid and volunteer staff; and cross-functional expertise) to 
address finance/accounting needs. 

DEPARTMENTAL TRENDS BY SIZE OF ORGANIZATION

Small, lean 
finance teams

Cross-functional 
expertise for all staff

Key decision 
makers for 
technology, 

software, services 
inside finance

A move to 
cloud-based 
technologies

A mix of 
full-time and 

part-time staff
Staff turnover

A mix of paid 
and volunteer 

staff

Outsourced 
elements of 
accounting/ 
bookkeeping

Smaller 
Organizations 

(<$10M)

Larger 
Organizations 

(>$10M)
79%

68%
63% 61%

51% 48%

37%

18%

83%

56%

74%

62%
65%

37%
43%

27%

Figure 3: Departmental Trends by Size of Organization 
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Figure 4 shows how different generations view departmental trends. There are three areas of 
difference between the generations worth discussing. The first is cross-functional expertise for 
all staff. Both Millennials (age 18-34) and Boomers (age 51-69) equally see this as a trend, while 
Generation Xers (35-50) see it as less of a trend. 

The second area of difference, by a nearly 24 percent margin, is staff turnover. Older employees don’t 
see staff turnover as a trend as much as younger employees. Nearly 60 percent of Millennials view 
staff turnover as a trend, while only 34 percent of Boomers see staff turnover as a trend. This would 
suggest a much higher turnover rate among younger staff than more senior staff.     

Finally, Generation Xers see a trend toward technology, software, and services key decision makers 
sitting inside finance, while Boomers and Millennials see that as less of a trend.

DEPARTMENTAL TRENDS BY GENERATION 

Small, lean 
finance teams

Cross-functional 
expertise for all staff

Key decision makers 
for technology, 

software, services 
inside finance

A move to 
cloud-based 
technologies

A mix of 
full-time and 

part-time staff

Staff turnover A mix of paid 
and volunteer 

staff

Outsourced 
elements of 
accounting/ 
bookkeeping

Gen Xers
(35-50)

Boomers
(51+)

Millennials
(18-34)

84%

77%

63%
58%

56%
53%

40%

28%

80%

63% 65%

47%

61%

72%

44%

22%

83%

73%

60%

35%

60% 58%

38%

26%

Figure 4: Departmental Trends by Generation 

Interestingly, respondents from nearly one-third of all organizations represented in the study say they 
expect their funding sources to remain flat over the next three years, with two-thirds of respondents 
expecting their organizations to grow (Figure 5). Verticals expected to see the most growth are 
children’s charities, social services organizations, and education institutions. The vertical expecting the 
least growth is hospitals. (Figure 6.)
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EXPECTED GROWTH NEXT 3 YEARS EXPECTED GROWTH NEXT 3 YEARS BY VERTICAL 

Children’s 
charities 

and/or youth 
development

Social services Education Humanitarian 
efforts

Arts/cultural 
organizations/ 

museums

Health Hospitals

89%

80% 78% 78%
75% 74%

61%

Yes
No

72%28%

Figure 5: Expected Growth Within Next Three Years Figure 6: Expected Growth by Vertical

Interruption is the number one challenge facing financial/accounting staff at nonprofit organizations, 
by a wide margin. (See Figure 7.) Nearly half (49 percent) of all respondents identify this as the biggest 
challenge. Additionally, many respondents feel they spend too much time preparing for month-end 
meetings, reporting, and accounts receivable (more day-to-day tasks) than strategic planning that 
could provide broader benefits to the organization. Figure 8 highlights typical time spent on tasks and 
the ideal time spent on tasks. 

BIGGEST CHALLENGES

6. Budget Planning (13%)1. Interruptions From Other Departments (49%)  

7. Development Activities/Gift Entry (12%)

5. Managing HR Activities (14%)  

2. Reporting (23%)

4. Staff Management (17%)

3. Training New Employees (20%) 8. Staff Meetings (11%)

10. Bill ing (10%)

9. Strategic Planning (10%)

Figure 7: Biggest Challenges
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TIME ALLOCATION

Hours 1 2 3 4 5 6

Preparing for Month-End Close Activities

Interruptions from Other Departments

Accounts Receivable

Reporting

Ad Hoc Reporting Request

Budget Planning

Accounts Payable

Bookkeeping (Data Entry)

Staff Management

Billing

Staff Meetings

Payroll Processing

Managing HR Activities

Managing Compliance

Strategic Planning

Grant Reporting

Training New Employees

Development Activities/Gift Entry

Engagement with Board of Directors

Typical
time allocation per week

Ideal
time allocation per week

Figure 8: Time Allocation 



Nonprofit Finance & Accounting Study | Trends and challenges facing nonprofit finance professionals

10

Section 2: Relationships, Influence, and Collaboration
For the most part, respondents feel they play an active role and have significant influence across 
the entire organization. Of course, they are active and make decisions in the finance/accounting 
department – but they’re also active in other areas of the company. These areas include operations, 
human resources, and risk management. Figure 9 showcases where respondents feel they are most 
actively involved and where they’re least involved, and Figure 10 showcases how much influence 
respondents feel they have in the organization. 

One compelling revelation from the data is how little involvement there seems to be between the 
finance/accounting department and the development/fundraising department. 

INVOLVEMENT AND DECISION MAKING ACROSS THE ORGANIZATION 

1

2

3

SCORE

%TTB*

2.9 2.7
2.2 2.2 2.1 2.1 2.1

2.0
2.1

2.0 2.0 2.0 1.8 1.8 1.6 1.6 1.3 1.4

98% 94% 83% 77% 75% 67% 79% 70% 70% 66% 74% 68% 57% 54% 58% 47% 31% 32%

Finance/
Accounting

Actively Engaged

Not at All Engaged

Somewhat Engaged

Operations Human 
Resources

Strategy Risk 
Management

Technology/
IT

Facilities Development/ 
Fundraising

Marketing

Activities Decisions

*TTB = Top Two Box  Figure 9: Involvement and Decision Making Across the Organization

INFLUENCE ACROSS THE ORGANIZATION

A significant amount

A considerable amount

A small amount

No influence

23%

45%

3%

29%

Figure 10: Influence Across the Organization
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Interestingly, most respondents feel inter-departmental collaboration is very strong, but there is a 
disconnect when it comes to collaboration and the board. Based on Figure 11, inter-departmental 
collaboration is either very or somewhat collaborative for 99 percent of respondents. Board 
collaboration is either somewhat or not collaborative for 63 percent of respondents. Not surprisingly, 
more senior-level roles feel more collaboration with the board, while junior-level roles feel less 
connection to the board.

RELATIONSHIP WITH RELATIONSHIP WITH BOARD  
OTHER DEPARTMENTS 

Junior PositionsSenior PositionsOverall

61% 

38% 

1% 

66% 

33% 

1% 

50% 48% 

2% 

Very
Collaborative 

Somewhat
Collaborative 

Not at All
Collaborative 

Very
Collaborative 

Somewhat
Collaborative 

Not at All
Collaborative 

37% 38%

25%

49% 

39%

12%

20% 

38%
42%

Figure 11: Relationship with Other Departments and the Board 
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Section 3: What Role Does the Cloud Play? 
Cloud-based technology is viewed as either extremely important or very important to 45 percent of 
respondents. While 55 percent view it as somewhat important or not important at all. But, when asked 
about the perception of cloud-based technology, the majority of respondents view it as easy to use, 
more efficient, and less costly. The only concern the respondents have with cloud-based technology is 
around security. 

It seems a curious dichotomy that a vast majority of respondents – by a significant margin – see 
tremendous value in the cloud, but fewer than half see it as important for their organization (and even 
less important for recruiting purposes). 

Figure 12 highlights how important respondents view cloud-based technology, while Figure 13 
showcases respondents’ perception of cloud-based technology.  

IMPORTANCE OF CLOUD-BASED PERCEPTION OF CLOUD-BASED TECHNOLOGY 
TECHNOLOGY  

Extremely Important

Very Important

Somewhat Important

Not At All Important

26%

37%

18% 19%

78%

22%

Easy to use

72%

28%

Necessary for 
remote access

69%

31%

Improves time 
efficiency

68%

32%

Improves cost 
savings

39%

61%

Improves 
security

   Agree    Disagree

Figure 12: Importance of Cloud-Based Technology Figure 13: Perception of Cloud-Based Technology
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Section 4: Where Do We Go From Here?
By and large, finance/accounting professionals are broadly involved in their organizations. However, 
some discrepancies and gaps exist across organizations that could serve to improve efficiency for 
both the organization and the finance/accounting department. 

Here are some specific actions finance/accounting professionals and the organizations they support 
can take to get the most out of the data in this report. 

 • Reduce interruptions: It’s highly likely that most interruptions are driven by people from other 
departments needing small bits of information as they are planning, budgeting, and compiling 
their own reports. One way to address this challenge is to provide specific times when other 
departments can interrupt. These predefined collaboration times/working sessions can significantly 
reduce one-off, back-and-forth communications. Another option is to look at software that provides 
customized, role-based dashboards for different departments so they can self serve. Finally, cloud-
based fund accounting technology can provide an opportunity to work from home, significantly 
reducing office and cube interruptions. 

 • Look more closely at the cloud: For the most part, respondents agree that cloud-based 
technology is more cost effective, more efficient, and easier to use. Now is a good time to evaluate 
current technology needs and look at a purpose-built, cloud-based true fund accounting™ solution 
that will benefit the organization as a whole, especially since there is a significant move to smaller, 
leaner finance teams and cross-functional expertise. Cloud-based accounting software can help 
keep a team lean and focused from anywhere at anytime. 

 • Build a better relationship with the development/fundraising staff: Active involvement 
between the finance/accounting department and the development/fundraising department ranks 
pretty low. A tighter integration between the team bringing in the money and the team managing 
the money can only benefit the organization by providing a single, shared view of the fiscal health 
and mission of the organization.  

 • Evaluate growth strategies: Nearly 30 percent of organizations don’t anticipate adding funding 
sources or growing existing funding sources. We live in a different world where many organizations 
are adopting for-profit business models to maintain viability, which includes looking at growth 
opportunities and alternative revenue sources. As competition increases for a donor’s dollar, a 
growth strategy will be critical for survival. 


