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CAs AND CHARITIES: 
! 

THE VALUE OF VOLUNTEERING 

"Jfuch is required from the person co whom 
much is gi-r:en; much more is required from 
the person to whom much more is git•en." 
(Luke 12:48) 

A !-IEW ERA OF SOCIAL P.ESPOSS!BlL
ity has emerged and with it new de

mands. As accountants, we are being called 
on to define, measure and report on the 
social responsibility of our clients - "on 
those parts of a company's activities that 
have a social impact."t 

But what of our own personal social 
responsibility? Are we, as CAs, acting as 
socially responsible individuals in our soci
ety? Are we using our skills to benefit soci
ety in general as well as the clients and 
employers who pay for our expertise? Are 
we displaying good citizenship by actively 
participating in nonprofit social and cul
tural org:mizations that are working to ame
liorate some of society's il!s and improve 
the quality ofEfe, or are we merely satisfy
ing a "moral minimum," ensuring that our 
actions do no harm to others and correcting 
an,Y injury we may inadvertantly cause?1 

At no time have our abilities been more 
urgently required. Government cutbacks, 
increased costs, a greater demand for serv
ices and a decrease in available volunteer 
time are threatening the very survival of 
many charitable organizations. With our 
training and background, we can help non
profit organizations manage their resources 
more effectively. ' 

There are two excellent reasons whv 
CAs should make every effort to exceed the 
moral minimum by actively participating 
in nonprofit org:mizations - the first being 
that they desperately need our ex.pertise. 
But just as important are the benefits we 
wilt gain as individuals and as a profession. 

The h.igh cost of cutbacks 
An article that appeared in The Globe and 
.\fail recently, "A crisis for cha.rities," sug-

YOU CAN'T PUT 
A PRICE ON 

GOOD WORKS 

gested that the one thing Canadian charities 
have in common is the financial crisis they 
are all experiencing.' Why has this hap· 
pened? Much of it has to do with the hard 
times our entire economy is undergoing 
and with the spirit of belt-tightening - of 
cutting costs to make ends meet - that has 
taken hold. The provincial and federal gov• 
ernments have the deficit to worry about 
and are trying to call a halt to the rampant 
increase in government spending that has 
occurred over the past decade. Although 
John Crosbie in 1979 referred to budget 
cuts as "short-term pain," the cry for deficit 
reduction is still being heard in 1985, 

The CICA and the provincial institutes 
have also contributed to the mushrooming 
demand for the balancing of government 
budgets. Bill Grace, last year's CICA presi
dent, repeatedly hammered home the mes

creased demand for the services of altruistic 
organizations such as shelters for bartered 
women and their children, rape crisis and 
other crisis imervention centres, as well as 
clothing banks and soup kitchens. 

As government funding dries up, pri
vate donors may also find it more difficult to 
give. Efforts to cut deficits affect all ofus in 
countless ways. Wage controls, for exam· 
ple, and user fees for programs previously 

. offered at no charge by the government take 
their toll on our disposable incomes, 

Nonprofit agencies have also been hit 
hard by the decrease in the number of vol
unteers. One estimate suggests that, in re
cent years, the number of people doing 
volunteer work in Canada has dwindled to l 
half its former level.' This drop is largely 
due to the trend toward dual-income and 
single-parent families. Two paying jobs, ., 
plus responsibility for child-rearing and 
housework, leave a couple littlP. discretion
ary time. Single parents have even less. 

Good works: 
their own reward? 

sage that Canada must start spending with- If we, as a profession, call for action to 
in its means. And Mike Ashbv, immediate reduce the deficit, we must be willing to 
past president of the BC Institute, de- assist the social and culrural agencies that 
scribed the national deficit as "bankrupting arc so vital to the quality of life in this 
Canada's future" and urged everyone to de- country. These organizations need the kind 

, mand that our elected representatives take of financial and management tools that we 
' action. -l can provide, particularly now when they 

Organizations such as the C.D. Howe can ill afford to purchase them in the mar
Institute have suggested that social pro- ketplace. But are we willing to assist them 
grams be examined in determining how to volumanly? -, 
attack the deficit.' In fact, funding for social \ Robert Fulford, in an article in Samrday 
programs is being reviewed. Surely non- Ni'ght, suggests that Canadians no longer 
profit organizations will commue to feel have an inherent sense of altruism: "For the 
the pinch. most part we have handed over our innate 

Depending on the nature of the organi- instinct toward goodness - our mtumve 
zation, financial pressures may mount - /1feeling that a strong member of the human 
with or without a decrease in government . species owes something to the weak - to 
funding. Unemployment,oneconsequence 1governments.7 If that is true, an appeal 
of economic instability, ma.y mean an in- tpurely to our altruism is not enough to 
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motivate us to volunteer our services. 
What about an appeal, then, to our more 

selfish motives? Let's look at how our tax 
dollars are being spent. There are 51,000 
registered charities in Canada and their 
numbers are reported to be growing at the 
race of 4,000 a year. Many receive funds 
directly from the government through 
grant programs or per diem rates for serv
ices provided. All, of course, receive tax 
expenditure benefits - tax revenues. fore
gone as a result of allowing donations to 
be deducted from taxable income. • 

Thus, though we may give nothing di
rectly to these organizations, our tax dollars 
are either being spent or the government is 
foregoing revenue on our behalf. In addi
tion, if we are personally donating money 
directly to the charities of our choice, our 
investment can indeed be substantial. Obvi
ously, to ensure that our money is used 
wisely, it is in our self-interest to become 
involved in these organizations' decision 
making. 

Another motive is that it makes for good 
public relations. Because CAs tend to main
tain a low profile, the public has a lack of 
knqwledge and understanding of our pro
fession as well as an inability to differenti
ate between us and our competition. This 
leaves us open to unfounded criticism such 
as Robert Fulford's, which suggests that the 
whole accounting profession (as well as the 
legal profession) devotes its "efforts to rein
forcing the side ~f ... [Canadians] that 
wants to acquire more and share less." 
Though such a description is largely in
accurate, it clearly jllustratcs the sort of 
negative image of us often perpetuated in 
the media. 

Volunteer work offers us an opportunity 
not only to enhance our visibility, but to do 
so in a positive light. What's more it pro
vides an opportunity for self-growth. 

Most CAs who work with nonprofit or
ganizations will affirm that the rewards 
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Elizabeth Abraham, 
BBA, CA, 

o lecturer in occountlng ot the 
University of New Brunswick in 

Fredericton. is on active 
volunteer. 

Carol Loughrey, 
MBA, CA, 

also on active volunteer. is on 
assistant professor of accounting 

ot the some university. 

greatly outweigh the efforts involved. Par
ticipation sharpens the people skills that arc 
not emphasized in our professional train
ing, teaching us how to: meet and deal with 
individuals who have very different out
looks and backgrounds from our own; rec
oncile differing opinions through ncgoti:i
t ion and persuasion rather than edict; 
motivate others; run meetings efTecti,·ely; 
deal with the press; and speak in public. 

~ow we can contribute 

How can we go beyond the moral mlitl· 
mum to actively help nonprofit organiza-

L 

tions achieve their goals? The traditional 
and most obvious way is by serving as trea
surers on boards of directors. We must be 
careful, however, not to become perpetual 
bookkeepers. Most such jobs, though they 
can easily be done by nonprofessionals, will 
automatically be delegated to us unless we 
make our other skills known. 

With time, as our knowledge of a non
profit organization's aims, purpose and 
structure increases, we should be willing to 
graduate to more senior positions. It is at 
these levels that a broader scope exists to 
give and receive the benefits discussed here. 

Many studies indicate that the credibil
ity and prestige of board members can have 
positive returns for a nonprofit organiza
tion by establishing its legitimacy in the 
community and by enhancing its fund-rais
ing efTom. As an editorial in CAmagazine 
pointed out, those outside the profession 
have ."tremendous respect" not only for the 
work we do but also for "the sometimes 
awesome responsibility they look to us to 
discharge."8 

A major cornerstone of our profession is 
the credibility we bring to management's 
financial statements in our role as external 
auditors. Without an independent verifica
tion of financial reports, investors would be 
le~s inclined to buy shares in or lend money 
to organizations in which they took no ac
tive day-to-day part. Thus, our credibility, 
our most important asset, can do much to 
increase the stature and credibility of non
profit organizations. 

Whether in public practice, industry, 
government or education, we have valuable 
contacts and information that may be use
ful to charitable organizations. The or
ganization that has connections with the: 
business community through its board ot" 
directors will be in :i bc:tter posit ion to ob
tain scarce resources. What can we do? 
• In public practice, we have the oppor
tunity co get to know many leaders in th1: 

23 



, 

business community, people whose sup
port is e.ssential if the nonprofit organiza
tion is to survive and prosper. 
• In government, we can offt:r help in 
terms of :iss:sting with grant applications 
and lobbying. 
• In industrv, we can encour:igc our com
panies to go beyond the moral minimum by 
getting involved. The :mistance they can 
give demands little out-of-pocket cost but 
can provide major benefits to nonprofit or
ganizations. It is also good public relations. 
For example, one business in our commu
nity allows various charities holding special 
events co use its land and warehouse facili
ties during nonbusiness hours. 
• In education, we can tap the expertise of 
our colleagues to obtain information on 
marketing, personnel, organizational be
haviour, law - the list goes on. 

The value of time 

We: have been trained since our earliest 
student days to structure our business li\'es. 
We know the \·alue of time - something 
many nonprofit organizations don"t seem co 
grasp. All ofus, at one time or another, have 
sat on boards where no agendas or d:1ta 
sheets were distributed before meetings. 
No wonder those meetings usually dragged 
on and attendance was spotty. Such situa
tions indicate a complete disregard for 
time. 

Volunteers, if used effectively, enable an 
organization to perform its casks for less 
cost than if the same work wc:re done by 
paid mff. If records were co be kept of all 
the volunteer time a nonprofit organization 
used and a value assigned co it, its economic 
clout would be more ob\'ious. The CICA, 
for c:xample, is aJept at valuing the volun
·teer time of its members. Its research work 
is often quoted in terms ot millions of dol
lars worth of voluntl!er , ime. 

According to Ian Morrison, immediate 
past chairman of the Coalition of Nation
al Voluntary Organizations, Canadians in 
1980 volunteered 370 million hours of their 
time, a figure equal to 220,000 full-time 
jobs and worth at least S 1.7 billion co the 
economy.• This is the concrete type of data 
that can be used to inform decision makers 
of the real impact of the \·olunteer sector. 
Seldom, howeve~, do individual nonprofit 
organizations discuss their impact in these 
terms. 

Introducing a 
measure of objectivity_ 

Documentation is anotha essential skill 
most nonprofit organizJuons l:ick. Often 
thc:v make far-reaching decisions without 
ha\:ing much information on which to base 
them. Take the c:ise of thl! board member 

...................... .'"':--·.· ... ·---····-J··-- -........... _.; 

who made a statement justifying a position 
with which another disagreed. When asked 
to be mo.re specific and to support his state• 
ment, he was unable to do so. But because 
he told board members what thev wanted to 
believe, they accepted it as fact.' 

In that case, our expertise would have 
pro\·ed invaluable. \'<'e· are trained to ;;sk 
questions, to analyze both the short and 
long-term implic:itions of decisions. More
over, we are accustomed to presenting our 
conclusions and any underlying assump
tions in an organized, ratiqnal m:inner. As 
board members, we arc therefore unlikely 
to ratify recommendations that have no 
sound basis. 

Our ability to view situations objec
tively can be particul:.1rly benefo:ial in orga
nizations where board members cannot 
separate their emotion al response to the 
service demand from the reality of the eco
nomic resources available. Thl!y may thus 
commit to worchwhill! program~ whose fi. 
nancing will threaten the existence of the: 
organization. 

Internal control simply doesn't exist in 
many nonprofit organizations. Established 
procedures are often circumvented for the 
convenience of those im·olved. For exam
ple:, the two-signature rule on cheques is 
often ignored for the sake of expediency. 
"I'll just sign a few cheques in advance in 
case you have co pay something quickly; is 
a common excuse. But, as we know all too 
well, the functioning of an internal control 
system is the most important factor inilu
encing the extent of an audit. 

Since most board members would not 
consider defrauding their organization, 
they cannot believe there are others who 

· would. Thus, they often have to be con
vinced of the :ieed for a good internal con
trol system to safeguard assets. Those ofus 
who have worked with the owners vfsmall 
businesses should be well qualified to <!Stab
lish and defend an internal control sysrem 
in a nonprofit organization! 

Communicating 
the financial realities 

Whether or not we ru·ncrion as treasurers, 
we srill remain a board's main source of 
financial information. Even informed users 
are somerimes less than knowledgeable 
abour financial informarion prepared in rra
dition:il n0nprofit formats. Tr.is presents us 
with a special challenge: for financial infor
m:nion to be useful, it must be understand
able!. We: must therefore resist the tempta
tion to impress and pontificate by using 
rechnical accounting terms. Instead, we 
must become cransl:itors. Only then will we 
become rnluable participants in the board's 
decision-making process. 

\X'e muse always remember char our pro-

fession's role is· really one of communi
carion - the communication of relevant, 
reliable and timely financial inform,ation. 
Communication implies both a sender and 
a receiver. If the receiver receiv~ only 
"noise," then we have failed. • 

There is also th~ possibly delicate situa
tion ofh:sving to deal with executive direc
tors hired not for their administrative skills 
but for their, ability to realize an organiza
tion's humanitarian or cultural goal~. Be
cause they are not trained in the efficient 
use of resourr•s, to rely on their financial 
decision making may seriously jeopardize 
an organization's survival. (An organiza
tion's size or resources will frequently pro
hibit the hiring of a professionally trained 
administrator, even if the board recognizes 
the need for such a person.) 

As CAs and volunteer board members, it 
is up to us co ensure that financial realities 
are not ignored. We have a responsibility to 
communicate the ir.1.xirr:;ncc of the fir.an
cial implications of the methods an organi
zation chooses 10 attain its goals. 

Get involved 

Becaus'! of our special skills, attributes and 
experience, it is time more of us \·olun
teered our services to nonprofit organiza
tions. The moral minimum of not "impos• 
ing social injury" is insufficient.10 

If you are not yet involved, get involved. 
If you are, encourage your collc::igues or 
employees to do the same. The rewards to 
both the community and the profession will 
be exceeded only by the pe~sonal rewards 
you're sure to gain. • 
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