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INTRODUCTION:
WHY "STARTING A
NONPROFIT FOR
DUMMIES" IS THE
RIGHT PLACE TO
BEGIN

You have a big heart, a
burning desire to make
a  difference,  and
maybe  even  a  fully
formed  vision  for  a
better world. But then
reality hits: how do you
a c t u a l l y  s t a r t  a
nonprofit?  The
paperwork,  the  legal
jargon, the fundraising
–  i t  can  fee l  l i ke  a
foreign  language.  If
you’ve  ever  muttered
“I  need a book called

Starting  a  Nonprofit
for  Dummies,”  you
are  not  alone.  Many
passionate  people  get
stuck  at  the  starting
l i n e  b e c a u s e  t h e
p r o c e s s  s e e m s
overwhelming.
This guide is that book
come to life. Think of it
as  your  plain-English
roadmap  to  launching
a  c h a r i t a b l e
organization.  We  will
s t r i p  a w a y  t h e
confusion and walk you
through  each  step,
from  defining  your
mission  to  filing  your
IRS Form 1023. By the
end, you will have the
confidence  to  move
f r o m  d r e a m e r  t o
founder. Let’s turn your
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good intentions into a
legally  recognized,
m i s s i o n - d r i v e n
nonprofit.

STEP 1: START
WITH YOUR “WHY”
– THE HEART OF
YOUR NONPROFIT

Before you worry about
b y l a w s  o r  b o a r d
members,  take a step
back.  Ask  yourself:
What  specific
problem am I trying
to solve? A successful
nonprofit  is  built  on  a
c lear ,  compel l ing
m i s s i on .  I t  i s  no t
enough to say “I want
to help the homeless.”
Dig  deeper.  Do  you
want  to  provide  job
training  for  homeless
veterans?  Build  tiny
homes  for  families?
Offer  free  dental  care
at  a  mobile  clinic?
Your mission statement
should  be  concise,
m e m o r a b l e ,  a n d

a c t i o n a b l e .  F o r
example: “We connect
underprivileged  youth
with  mentors  in  STEM
fields.” This statement,
d r i l l e d  i n t o  y o u r
starting  a  nonprofit
f o r  d u m m i e s
approach,  becomes
your north star.  Every
d e c i s i o n  –  f r o m
p r o g r a m s  t o
partnerships  –  should
align with that mission.

Conduct
a Needs
Assessme
nt
I s  there  a l ready  a
similar  organization
serving  your  target
population?  If  so,  do
they have unmet gaps
you  can  fill?  Check
local resources, talk to
community  leaders,
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and  survey  potential
beneficiaries.  You  do
not  need  to  reinvent
the  wheel,  but  you
must prove there is  a
genuine need for your
specific  offering.  This
step  also  strengthens
your grant applications
later.

STEP 2: CHOOSE
THE RIGHT LEGAL
STRUCTURE

Most  people  assume
“nonprofit”
automatically  means
501(c)(3). In the United
States, that is the most
common  charitable
designation,  but  there
are other types (social
welfare  organizations,
trade  associations,
etc.).  For  starters,
501(c)(3) is your goal if
you  want  donors  to
receive  tax-deductible
contributions.
You will incorporate at
the  state  level  first.

Typically,  you  file
“ A r t i c l e s  o f
Incorporation”  with
your  state’s  Secretary
of  State.  Many  states
have a specific form for
nonprofit  corporations.
Use  language  that
states your purpose is
charitable, educational,
religious,  or  scientific.
You can find templates
online  –  many  state
websites  offer  fillable
PDFs.  This  is  one  of
those  tasks  where
starting  a  nonprofit
f o r  d u m m i e s
resources  shine:  they
break  down  the  legal
mumbo  jumbo  into
checklists.

Drafting
Corporate
Bylaws
B y l a w s  a r e  y o u r
internal rulebook. They
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cover  how your  board
wil l  be  structured,
officer  roles,  meeting
frequency,  conflict  of
interest  policies,  and
removal  procedures.
You  do  not  file  bylaws
with the state (though
some  states  request
them),  but  you  must
adopt  them.  Use  a
t e m p l a t e  f r o m  a
reputable source, then
customize  it  for  your
organization.  Keep  it
simple at the beginning
–  y o u  c a n  a l w a y s
amend  later.

STEP 3: ASSEMBLE
A FOUNDING
BOARD OF
DIRECTORS

Y o u  c a n n o t  r u n  a
nonprofit  alone.  The
IRS  requires  at  least
t h r e e  u n r e l a t e d
individuals to serve on
your  init ia l  board.
(Check  your  state’s
m i n i m u m  –  s o m e
states  require  only

one,  but  for  501(c)(3)
s t a t u s  t h r e e  i s
standard.)  Your  board
should  bring  diverse
skills:  financial
e x p e r t i s e ,  l e g a l
knowledge, fundraising
connect ions ,  and
p r o g r a m m a t i c
experience.
Do NOT pick your best
friends  just  because
they  w i l l  say  yes .
Choose  people  who
believe in your mission
and  are  w i l l ing  to
actively serve. Hold an
initial board meeting to
approve  the  bylaws,
elect  officers,  and
document the meeting
m i n u t e s .  T h o s e
minutes  become  key
evidence  for  the  IRS.

STEP 4: OBTAIN AN
EMPLOYER
IDENTIFICATION
NUMBER (EIN)

A f t e r  y o u r  s t a t e
i n c o r p o r a t i o n  i s
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approved, apply for an
EIN from the IRS. This
is free and can be done
online  in  about  ten
minutes. You will need
the EIN to open a bank
account, file taxes, and
hire  employees.  It  is
essentially  a  Social
Security  number  for
your  organization.  Do
this step even if you do
n o t  p l a n  t o  h a v e
employees – you need
it  for  bank  accounts
and IRS filings.

STEP 5: FILE FOR
FEDERAL TAX
EXEMPTION (FORM
1023 OR 1023-EZ)

Here is the big hurdle.
To become a 501(c)(3),
you must submit either
the full  Form 1023 or
the  streamlined  Form
1 0 2 3 - E Z .  T h e  E Z
version  is  for  small
nonprofits  with
projected annual gross
receipts under $50,000
and total assets under

$250,000.  It  is  much
shorter  and  cheaper
($275  versus  $600  or
more).  However,  you
must answer eligibility
questions carefully.
I f  your  budget  and
scale  are  larger,  you
file  the  long  Form
1023.  This  requires
detai led  narrative
descriptions  of  your
programs,  budget
projections, fundraising
plans, and governance
p o l i c i e s .  M a n y
beginners hire a lawyer
or  a  nonprofit
accountant  for  this
step.  But  if  you  are
determined  to  DIY,
there  are  excellent
starting  a  nonprofit
for  dummies  guides
that walk you through
each line item. The IRS
also  offers  free
w o r k s h o p s  a n d  a
checklist.
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What the
IRS
Wants to

See
A clearly defined
charitable
purpose
(education, relief
of poverty, etc.).
Evidence that
you are
organized as a
nonprofit (your
articles and
bylaws).
A detailed
description of
your activities
(what you will
actually do).
No private
inurement –
meaning people
inside your
organization
cannot profit

from it.
A conflict of
interest policy.

Expect  the  application
process to take 2 to 6
months. After approval,
your  nonprofit’s
effective  date  is
typically  the date  you
filed  (so  donors  can
deduct  contributions
from that day forward).

STEP 6: REGISTER
FOR STATE AND
LOCAL
COMPLIANCE

A  f e d e r a l
determination  is  not
the  end.  Many  states
requ i re  sepa ra te
r e g i s t r a t i o n  f o r
charitable  solicitation
b e f o r e  y o u  c a n
fundraise.  Check  your
s t a t e ’ s  A t t o r n e y
General  website.  You
m a y  a l s o  n e e d  t o
register with the state
D e p a r t m e n t  o f
Revenue for  sales  tax
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exemption or property
t a x  e x e m p t i o n .
Additionally,  some
c i t i e s  r e q u i r e  a
business  license.  This
i s  a  t e d i o u s  b u t
necessary  par t  o f
starting  a  nonprofit
for dummies – do not
skip it or you risk fines.

STEP 7: OPEN A
BANK ACCOUNT
AND SET UP
ACCOUNTING

With  your  E IN  and
federal  determination
in  hand  (or  pending),
open a separate bank
a c c o u n t  f o r  t h e
nonprofit.  Never
mingle  personal  and
organizational  funds.
U s e  a c c o u n t i n g
software  designed  for
nonprofits  (QuickBooks
Nonprofit, Aplos, Wave)
to  track  income  and
expenses.  Even if  you
a r e  s m a l l ,  k e e p
impeccable  records.
You will need them for

your annual Form 990
(the  IRS  return  for
exempt organizations).

STEP 8: DEVELOP
A FUNDRAISING
STRATEGY

Now  the  rea l  work
begins.  How  will  you
sustain  your  mission?
Do not rely on a single
source.  Build  a  mix:
individual  donations,
grants ,  corporate
sponsorships,  earned
income  (like  selling  a
product  or  service
r e l a t e d  t o  y o u r
mission), and events.
S t a r t  w i t h  y o u r
personal  network.  Use
p l a t f o r m s  l i k e
G o F u n d M e  o r
Givebutter for your first
campaign.  Create  a
simple donor database
(even  a  spreadsheet).
Write  an  impact  story
that shows exactly how
a $50 donation creates
change.  For  grant



8

8 Starting A Nonprofit For
Dummies

2024-02-09

writ ing,  study  the
Foundation  Center’s
resources  or  find  a
local  nonprofit  support
organization.

Grassroot
s
Fundraisi
ng Ideas
for New
Nonprofit
s

Host a virtual1.
auction with
donated items.
Launch a peer-2.
to-peer
campaign
(supporters ask
their friends).
Sell branded3.
merchandise (t-

shirts, mugs).
Apply for small4.
community
foundation
grants.
Partner with a5.
local business for
a “percentage
day.”

Remember:  people
give to people,  not to
paperwork. Share your
passion and your  why
consistently.

STEP 9: BUILD
YOUR BRAND AND
ONLINE PRESENCE

You  need  a  s imple
website  and  social
media  presence.  Your
website  should  clearly
state  your  mission,
programs, and how to
donate. Use free tools
like WordPress or Wix.
Create  a  logo  that  is
professional  but  not
expensive  –  look  for
student  designers  or
platforms  like  Canva.
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Consistency  matters.
Use  the  same  clear
v o i c e  a c r o s s  a l l
p l a t f o rms .  Sha re
stories  of  impact,  not
j u s t  f u n d r a i s i n g
requests.  Early  on,
focus  on  building  an
email list. You can use
Mailchimp  free  up  to
500 contacts. An email
l i s t  i s  y o u r  m o s t
reliable communication
channel.

COMMON
MISTAKES
BEGINNERS MAKE
(AND HOW TO
AVOID THEM)

Not having a
clear plan:
Jumping straight
to incorporation
without a
business plan.
Solution: Write a
1-page plan
covering mission,
target audience,
budget, and

fundraising
timeline.
Ignoring board
responsibilities
: Treating board
members as
figureheads.
Solution: Create
a board
agreement that
outlines
expectations for
attendance,
giving, and
committee work.
Underestimatin
g compliance:
Forgetting
annual state
filings or IRS
Form 990.
Solution: Set
calendar
reminders for all
deadlines.
Failing to
diversify
funding: Relying
on one grant or
one event.
Solution: Start
with at least
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three revenue
streams from
day one.
Not measuring
impact: Telling
stories without
data. Solution:
Track outputs
(meals served,
classes held) and
outcomes
(improved test
scores, reduced
recidivism).

CONCLUSION:
YOUR NONPROFIT
JOURNEY STARTS
NOW

Starting  a  nonprofit
for  dummies  is  not
a b o u t  b e i n g
unintell igent  –  it  is
a b o u t  m a k i n g  a
c o m p l e x  p r o c e s s
accessible.  You  have
the  passion;  now  you
n e e d  a  p l a n .  B y
following these steps –
clarifying your mission,
incorporating,  filing  for

t a x  e x e m p t i o n ,
building  a  board,  and
s e t t i n g  u p  a
fundraising  engine  –
you  turn  inspiration
into a sustainable force
for good.
Yes ,  there  w i l l  be
paperwork.  Yes,  there
will  be  setbacks.  But
every thriving nonprofit
began  with  a  single
person who refused to
wait  for someone else
to  solve  a  problem.
That  person  is  you.
Take  the  first  step
today. File that article
of incorporation, call a
p o t e n t i a l  b o a r d
member,  or  write  a
draft  of  your  mission
statement. Your future
beneficiaries  are
counting  on  you.
And  if  you  ever  feel
lost, come back to this
guide.  The  path  to
making  a  difference  is
not always straight, but
i t  i s  a lways  worth
walking.


