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Introduction 

In the world of nonprofits, maintaining 
transparency and compliance is crucial to 
sustaining public trust, securing funding, and 
ensuring effective mission delivery. One key 
method for assessing an organization’s 
alignment with compliance and transparency 
standards is the document review process. 
This involves systematically examining a 
variety of written materials related to the 
organization's operations, history, goals, and 
programs. A well-executed document review 
not only helps ensure compliance with legal 
and regulatory requirements, but also fosters 
transparency, enhances accountability, and 
supports the organization’s long-term 
sustainability. 

  
What is Document 

Review in A Nonprofit 

Setting? 
In evaluation and research, a document 
review refers to the process of collecting and 
analyzing existing documents to gather 
information about a program, project, or 
organization.1 In a nonprofit setting, these 
documents can include financial statements, 
program reports, meeting minutes, policies, 
contracts, audits, and legal filings, among 
others. Through this review, evaluators and 
stakeholders gain insight into the internal 
workings of an organization, its history, and 
how it executes its mission. In the context of 
nonprofits, a document review provides an 

 

1 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), (2018). Data collection methods for evaluation: Document review (No. 18). U.S. Dept. of Health and Human Services. 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/evaluation/pdf/brief18.pdf 

invaluable tool for assessing whether an 
organization is meeting its legal, ethical, and 
operational obligations. 

  
What is the Purpose of 

Document Review for 

Nonprofits? 

1. Promoting Compliance 

One of the most immediate and critical 
reasons for conducting a document review in 
nonprofit organizations is to ensure 
compliance with legal and regulatory 
standards. Nonprofits are subject to a variety 
of laws depending on their location, 
activities, and funding sources.  

A document review helps confirm that the 
nonprofit is meeting these requirements by 
examining documents like: 

▪ Grant reports and fundraising 
documentation 
 

▪ Tax filings  
 

▪ Annual audits and financial reports 
 

▪ Licenses and permits 
 

▪ Employee contracts and policies 

By identifying discrepancies or lapses in the 
documentation, the review process ensures 
that nonprofits can correct potential issues 
before they lead to legal trouble, loss of 
funding, or damage to the organization’s 
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reputation. Without document review, a 
nonprofit may overlook something, risking 
penalties or jeopardizing its ability to 
continue operating. 

2. Ensuring Financial Transparency 

Financial transparency is an essential 
component of nonprofit governance.2 
Donors, funders, and the public need 
assurance that their contributions are being 
used effectively to advance the 
organization’s mission. Financial 
mismanagement or misuse of funds can lead 
to severe reputational damage and loss of 
donor confidence. 

A document review plays a pivotal role in 
promoting financial transparency. By 
reviewing financial documents such as: 

▪ Balance sheets 
 

▪ Donor and grant agreements 
 

▪ Income statements 
 

▪ Budget reports 
 

▪ Audit findings 

Nonprofits can confirm that funds are being 
allocated properly and in accordance with 
donor intent. The document review also 
helps ensure that financial policies are being 
followed, and that resources are used 
efficiently to achieve programmatic goals. 
Transparency in financial reporting 
strengthens the organization’s credibility, 
helping to attract new donors, retain current 
ones, and demonstrate a commitment to 

 

2 Council of Nonprofits. https://www.councilofnonprofits.org/running-nonprofit/ethics-accountability/financial-transparency-and-public-disclosure-

requirements#:~:text=Leaders%20of%20charitable%20nonprofits%20know,creates%20a%20positive%20workplace%20culture . 

stewardship in the community. 

3. Strengthening Organizational 
Accountability 

Beyond legal and financial considerations, a 
document review fosters organizational 
accountability by assessing the nonprofit’s 
adherence to its stated goals, policies, and 
ethical standards. Governance documents 
such as meeting minutes, policies, and 
strategic plans provide insight into how the 
organization is managed, how decisions are 
made, and whether the leadership is 
effectively overseeing operations. 

A document review process might examine 
whether: 

▪ The organization is following its 
bylaws and mission statement 
 

▪ There is clear separation of duties and 
transparency in decision-making 
 

▪ Conflicts of interest are being 
properly disclosed and addressed 
 

▪ Leadership is fulfilling its 
responsibilities and maintaining 
accountability 

This level of scrutiny ensures that the 
nonprofit is operating in line with its mission 
and values. It also helps identify any gaps in 
governance or internal controls that could 
undermine the organization’s ability to 
achieve its goals or pose risks to its credibility. 
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4. Identifying Risks and Areas for 
Improvement 

In addition to ensuring compliance and 
accountability, a document review is an 
essential tool for risk management. By 
systematically reviewing documents across 
all areas of the organization’s operations, 
evaluators can identify potential risks—
whether legal, financial, operational, or 
reputational. For example: 

▪ Are there gaps in program delivery or 
unmet outcomes that need to be 
addressed? 
 

▪ Are policies in place to address 
safeguarding, privacy, and data 
protection? 
 

▪ Are there inconsistencies in financial 
records? 

A document review allows nonprofits to spot 
these risks early and take corrective action 
before they escalate. Proactively addressing 
weaknesses helps the organization remain on 
track and reduces the likelihood of non-
compliance or other operational issues. 

5. Building Trust with Stakeholders 

Trust is the cornerstone of any nonprofit 
organization’s relationships with donors, 
beneficiaries, employees, and the wider 
community.3 A nonprofit that is transparent 

 

3 RBW Strategy. https://rbwstrategy.com/the-crucial-role-of-relationship-building-in-nonprofit-organization-

success/#:~:text=Fostering%20Trust%20and%20Credibility&text=Building%20relationships%20allows%20nonprofits%20to,through%20the ir%20time%20and%20efforts. 

 

in its operations and adheres to rigorous 
compliance standards is far more likely to 
maintain stakeholder trust. Document 
reviews ensure that an organization’s 
policies, procedures, and operations are not 
only compliant but are also aligned with the 
values it professes to uphold. 

By providing clear, accessible information 
about how it operates, how funds are used, 
and what impact it is making, a nonprofit 
demonstrates its commitment to 
transparency. This fosters stronger 
relationships with stakeholders and creates a 
foundation of trust that can lead to 
continued support, increased funding, and 
greater community engagement. 

  
Conclusion 

In the nonprofit sector, where accountability 
is especially critical, document reviews serve 
as a vital tool for ensuring that an 
organization operates effectively, ethically, 
and in compliance with legal requirements. 
By examining financial records, governance 
documents, program reports, and legal 
filings, nonprofits can promote transparency, 
improve financial management, identify 
risks, and demonstrate accountability to 
stakeholders.  

 



 

Take Away 

Ultimately, a thorough document review process strengthens 
the organization’s integrity, enhances its reputation, and 
ensures its continued success in achieving its mission. 
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