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STYLE & STRATEGY 

Ranked lowest among the professions 
in terms of volunteer assistance, 

accountants work to change their image. 

PRO BONO 
ACCOUNTING 

by Peter D. Rosenstein 

' 

he very skills that serve the public interest are devel­
oped and nurtured through an accountant's educa­
tion, experience and adherence to ethical standards. 

Many individual accountants serve the public interest by 
volunteering their expertise to the community - for 
example, helping low-income individuals at taX time, 
serving on a church's building committee, or helping 
manage myriad other nonprofit organizations. 

No wonder, then, that most accountants were disturbed 
to learn that in a nationwide poll by Lou Harris & Asso· 
ciates in 1986, accountants ranked lowest among the pro­
fessions in terms of public welfare work. This poll 
reflected the widespread public perception that accoun­
tants, unlike doctors and lawyers, do not participate sig­
nificantly in public service work. 

Changing the image 
Accountants for the Public Interest (AP!), a national 

network for accountants who work on volunteer public 
service projects, seeks to reverse this perception. Public 
relations campaigns are not sufficient to repair the dam· 
age done by headlines about civil and criminal fraud cases 
against CPAs, punitive actions by the Securities and 
Exchange Commission, and congressional hearings. It is 
only by acting for the public good ("pro bono publico") 
that accountants can improve their image. 
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Twelve years ago Accountants for the Public Interest 
(AP!) was Incorporated in California. Grants from the 
Carnegie Corporation and the Ford Foundation helped 
launch API's early initiative to increase professional com­
mitment to public service. In 1987, accountants working 
through the AP! network provided: 

• Direct assistance to small nonprofit organizations 
and businesses, including setting up bookkeeping sys­
tems and providing counseling on budgets and finan­
cial statements 

• Educational programs for employees, officers and 
board members of small business and nonprofit orga­
nizations, including conferences and workshops 

• Tax assistance programs for low income individu­
als and taX calendars for nonprofit organizations 

• Publications including manuals on financial man­
agement of nonprofits and tax guides for nonprofits 

• Studies on a range of public policies and govern­
ment assistance programs 

• CPAs for boards of nonprofit organizations. 

Network action 
In the past year, AP! affiliates in California, Illinois, 

New Jersey, New York, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylva­
nia and Rhode Island provided services to more orga­
nizations.(2,416) and individuals than ever before. 
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EXAMPLES OF PRO BONO 
The magic word in Cincinnati seems to be "accountant.'' Mention it to the 
Chamber of Commerce and you'll get a glowing repon on how much 
professional time bas been donated toward improving the city. Three years 
ago, the "Phillips Commission" (named for David C. Phillips, CPA, then 
managing partner of Anhur Andersen & Co.'s local office) came up with 
85 recommendations for improving the efficiency of municipal opera­
tions. As of January 1988, 66 of the 78 recommendations accepted ,by the 
city have been put into effect, with a reponed savings of Sl0.2 million. 

According to Phillips, his committee of local businesspeople contribut­
ed some 12,000 man hours plus out of pocket contributions amounting to 
about Sl50,000. Phillips, now regional managing partner of AA's West 
Coast offices and a former chairman of the Greater Cincinnati Chamber of 
Commerce, estimates that he personally gave more than 600 hours to the 
project. 

The Phillips Commission volunte-:1-s rode in police cars, made fire runs 
and worked in city parking garages. Toe task force did a lot of listening and 
found that most suggestions for improvements actually came from city 
workers. Besides cost cutting measures, their repon suggested expendi­
rures for computerization to achieve long-term savings. 

Recently implemented recommendations include: establishing a fee for 
delinquent water works payments, designing a yearly review system for 
better management of city propeny, and using civilians for police duties 
not directly related to law enforcement. 

This Valentine's Day weekend, Anhur Andersen staged a series of free 
concerts and events, celebrating its 30th year in the city. 

But a firm does not have to grow as large as Anhur Andersen before it 
starts volunteering its services. On a smaller scale, Peter Ciccone & Co., 
CPAs, with two partners and one staff member, bas been in Glen Cove, 
New York, for some 20 years. The firm's pro bono work bas included 
helping the local chapter of the National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People, a neighborhood church's day care center, Glen Cove's 
Volunteer Emergency Medical Service, a religious retreat house and an 
Italian-American social organization. 

Founding partner Peter Ciccone explains, "The retreat master called us 
in to find out why they were losing money. After about three or four visits 
going over the entire bookkeeping system, we came up with the simple 
fact that they weren't charging enough for their retreats. We did a cost 
analysis and found that their income was something like 30 percent of 
what their costs were. They were using figures from 15 years ago, when 
heating oil prices were one-third of what they are today. It was that kind of 
thing. So we sat down and worked out a whole new schedule of retreat 
costs.'' 

As for the day care center, Ciccone says, "They were running afoul of 
regulations and weren't able to get funding because of paperwork prob­
lems. So we worked on that and got it straigthened out." 

On average, the firm gives one to two weeks of its time per year to 
volunteer projects, Ciccone estimates. The national treasurer of the 
National Conference of CPA Practitioners, he believes many other small 
pra~ces are donating similar amounts of their professional time. Ciccone 
says, "Pro bono is what we give back to society for giving us the privilege 
of practicing our profession.'' 
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' These services included seminars 
presented by API-New Jersey on 
topics ranging from the "Financia.1 
Responsibility of a Nonprofit 
Board of Directors" to "Budgeting 
and Financial Management." 

Communiry Accountants in Phil­
adelphia introduced a computer 
consulting program for nonprofits 
and provided an annual tax cal­
endar to its clients, as well as 
donated over $500,000 worth of 
accounting services to the commun­
ity. In addition, Comm Ac-

It is only by a g 
for the public inpest 
that accountants can 
improve their image. 

countants recently published a 
Disaster Accounting Manual to as­
sist accountants help disaster vic­
tims rebuild their lives. This man­
ual is based on the work of the 
Pennsylvania Institute of CPAs and 
Community Accountants with the 
victims of the MOVE bombing in 
west Philadelphia. Both the· Ameri­
can Red Cross and the American 
Institute of CPAs are currently dis­
tributing the manual. 

CPAs for the Public Interest, our 
affiliate in Chicago, provided ser­
vices to 700 organizations in the 
metropolitan area during the past 
year by way of financial manage­
ment workshops and one-on-one 
accounting training and assistance. 
This is a service replicated by each 
of our affiliates. 

Joint effort 
API has worked with the Ameri­

can Institute of Certified Public 
Accountants, American Red Cross, 
Association of Volunteer Adminis­
trators, Independent Sector, Na­
tional Association of Accountants, 
National Center of Institutions and 
Alternatives, Private Sector Adviso­
ry Group to the Solicitations Law 
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Project of the National Association 
of Attorneys General and The Sup· 
pon Centers of America. 

To hasten turning commitment 
into action, AP! has recommended 
that national organizations adopt a 
statement "encouraging each 
member to devote a ponion of his/ 
her professional time each year to 
public service involvement." The 
National Association of Accoun­
tants was the first to incorporate 
this language into its bylaws. 

Serving California 
Years of public service account• 

ing laid the groundwork for the 
1985 passage of SB:302, authoriz• 
ing California's State Board of Ac• 
countancy to contract with a non­
profit agency to act as a liaison 
between non•profits unable to af. 
ford accounting services, and the 
state's public accountants. The 
Clearinghouse for Volunteer Ac• 
counting Services (CV AS), an AP! 
affiliate founded in I 982, was 
awarded that contract. 

As the only statewide source for 
pro bono accounting services in a 
state with some 50,000 non•profits 
operating, CVAS typically receives 
35 requests a month for assistance. 
Many of the calls arc urgent, re• 
quiring help to resolve a crisis; oth• 
ers seek professional guidance for 
budgeting, bookkeeping or report• 
ing procedures. 

The human side of the program 
is a dimension not clearly repre• 
sented by the accounting solutions 
alone. For example, the director of 
a small, southern California non­
profit agency phoned CVAS for 
help. At 80 years of age, she found 
herself unexpectedly in charge of 
the organization she had founded 
years before. Its bookkeeper had 
left suddenly; the year.end federal 
taX repon was past due and her 
volunteer•based group, supponed 
by small private contributions, 
could not afford to pay an accoun• 
tant. She was "in a pickle," she 
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explained. Notwithstanding the 
penalties for late filing, the prob• · 
!em was clearly distressing to her 
personally. Could CVAS help? 

Like hundreds of other clients 
who contacted CVAS during the 
past year, the woman's organiza­
tion did receive help: in this in•· 

stance, 15 hours of services from a 
CVAS volunteer accountant. Sup• 
plying that volunteer involved 
contacting a number of working 
accountants to locate an individual 
who would be available, geograph· 
ically nearby and willing to under• 
take the work. And like the 240 
other accountants who contribut­
ed their time and expenise to CV AS 
last year, this CPA was requested 
not to charge for his assistance. 

How to get involved 
Individual accountants can get 

involved in public service in dif• 
ferent ways. The most direct route 
is to offer your services to a local 
civic group or other nonprofit or• 
ganization that you know. You can 
contact an accounting.-association, 
such as the state CPA society or an 
NAA chapter, and get involved 
through them. If a local affiliate of 
API exists in your area, you can 
contact them-if not, call the na• 

If you want to get 
involved and offer 

your expertise to the 
community, there's a 

way to do so. 

tional AP! office in Washington, 
DC, to find a group in your area. 
Other options include contacting 
the mayor's voluntary action cen• 
ter or local community technical 
assistance centers that often get 
requests for volunteer accounting 
help. If you want to get involved 
and offer your expertise to the 
community, there's a way to do 
so. im;J 

Peter D. Rosenstein is executive 
director of Accountants for the 
Public Interest. For additional 
information about the organiza· 
tion contact: AP/, 1625 I Street, 
NW, Suite 717, Washington, DC 
20006 (telephone 202/659·3797). 
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