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Clarifying Communication Between 
Development and Accounting 

 
Overview 
 

 Understanding department Objectives 

 Clearly defining responsibilities 

 Implementing practical tools 

o Common coding 

o Clear processing standards 

o Sharing data 

o Regular reconciliation 

 
Understanding Department Objectives for Donation Information 

 
Accurately tracking the financial results of Development's fundraising efforts is crucial to 

both the Development and Accounting departments.  However, each department may have 

different objectives in tracking that information.  Crucial to developing a smooth relationship 

is clarifying these objectives, both within each department, and for each other. 

 

Development Objectives 

 

 Reporting that allows management staff to  

o Measure and evaluate the efficacy of: 

 Specific fundraising efforts (Appeals) and overarching fundraising 

strategies (Campaigns). 

o Assess progress towards fundraising / budgetary goals. 

o Forecast donation cash flow. 

o Keep the board informed. 

 Identify major donor prospects by analyzing detailed individual giving histories. 

 Support all donor relationships by: 

o Providing donors with accurate information about their giving history. 

o Correctly stewarding gifts based on the donor’s intent (Fund). 

 

Accounting Objectives 

 

 Accurately tracking assets entering the organization as donations. 

 Ensuring compliance with IRS regulations (FASB, stewarding donor intentions, 

etc.). 

 Monitoring budgetary needs, and the financial resources to meet those needs. 

 Forecasting cash flow for the organization to ensure solvency. 

 Reconciling all financial systems with the bank statements. 

 Passing the audit! 

 

Question: What other objectives might you include for each department at your 

organization? 
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Clearly Defining Responsibilities 

 

When responsibilities between the departments or individual staff members are logical and 

clear, it's a lot easier for everyone to do their work.  However, it's fairly common that 

responsibilities for financial tasks are not clear or are not assigned to the most logical 

person or department for the task.  The following questions often require clarification: 

 

 Who determines the fundraising goals? 

 

 

 

 Who tracks the progress towards meeting these goals? 

 

 

 

 How are these goals recorded in the general ledger? 

 

 

 

 Who:  receives the mail - opens it - sorts it into batches - makes deposits? 

 

 

 

 Who enters the individual gifts that will eventually serve both departments? 

 

 

 

 Who generates the acknowledgment letters? 

 

 

 

 Who reports on the progress of fundraising efforts? 

 

 

 

 Who reports on the money available for use by the organization? 

 

 

 

 When and how are new fund codes created? 

 

 

 

Question: What other issues have you encountered? 

 

 

 

Question: How should these responsibilities ultimately be assigned at your organization? 
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Practical Tools 
 

Common Coding 

 

Accounting develops their codes to serve the needs of the general ledger.  Where possible, 

it often works best if: 

 

 A direct correlation exists between Accounting’s GL codes and Development's Fund 

codes.  Sometimes more than one Development code can be mapped to a single GL 

code, providing more detail to Development and rolling up the amounts into one value 

for Finance.  However, in no case should one Development code map to more than one 

GL code: it's better to create multiple related Development codes that correspond to the 

single GL code. 

 

 The Development fund codes contain the same core numbers as the corresponding GL 

codes.  This facilitates line-by-line comparison on printed reports from each department, 

and can avoid much confusion in translating between the two coding systems. 

 

Accounting is consulted before creating any fund codes in the Development system.  This 

avoids the problem of creating and reporting on funds that have no corresponding code in 

the GL. 

 

Data Integrity - Clear Processing 

 

Often, one of Accounting’s primary concerns is the integrity of the data entered into 

Development's data systems and then transferred to Accounting.  Development can help 

provide assurances by implementing a clear and consistent gift entry and reporting process.  

To facilitate these efforts, we have often found it helpful to create (and use) the following: 

 

 Gift Processing Flow Charts - These charts show how donations flow through the 

organization and who is responsible for which tasks at each point.  They offer clarity, 

assurance, and often improve efficiency. 

 

 Gift Income Transmittal - This document provides an opportunity to determine coding 

for a gift before it is entered into the system.  This can prevent future adjustments and 

also leaves an audit trail.  It’s usually used only for gifts above a certain amount 

($1K+). 

 

 Posting Process – Some fundraising systems have a feature that can be used to close 

financial periods.  Doing so will restrict Development's capacity to easily change gifts 

without generating an audit trail, providing a higher degree of integrity. 

 
 

Development Providing Data to Accounting 

 

When Accounting feels confident about the integrity of the data entered into the 

Development system, there is the opportunity to eliminate the duplication of detailed data 

entry between departments.  All gifts can simply be entered into the Development data 

system and information provided in one of two methods to Accounting: 

 

 Detailed Gift Information - Every transaction is provided to Accounting. 
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 Summary Information - Only totals are provided, based on groupings relevant to 

Accounting (e.g. by GL / Fund code, batch number or deposit date). 

 

The above information can be provided by one of two means: 

 

 Reporting - Reports are run from the Development system and results are manually 

keyed into the Accounting system.  This saves time only if summary information is 

provided. 

 

 Data Files - A data file of either detailed or summary information is created by the 

Development system and uploaded by the Accounting system (usually with an interim 

opportunity for verification before the gifts are committed to the GL).  This can eliminate 

duplicate entry.  Most contemporary Accounting systems can accept an import file in a 

basic format (e.g., tab- or comma-separated values). 

 

Working from the same financial information not only minimizes duplicate entry, it can also 

make the reconciliation process run much more smoothly. 

 

 

Reconciliation Process 

 

All too often organizations don't compare Development and Finance numbers until the end 

of the year when they may uncover large discrepancies.  By initiating a monthly 

reconciliation process, both departments can keep on top of any transactions where 

adjustments in one of the two systems may be needed.  To establish a good reconciliation 

process: 

 

1. Decide together what numbers you will be comparing. 

2. Determine which reports from each system will conveniently provide those numbers. 

3. Establish a time and place to meet each month, free from other obligations and 

distractions. 

4. Take a deep breath, remember you're on the same team, and compare those numbers! 

 

Note: In organizations where Accounting’s General Ledger system is relying on data initially 

entered into the Development system, the check and balance opportunities come from the 

bank statements.  If there are discrepancies, changes may need to be made first on the 

Development system, and then transferred to the General Ledger. 

 

 

 

Want a Reconciliation Process at your organization? We can help by… 

 

Streamlining Systems between the Accounting and Development Departments 

 

 

"Heller Consulting has made a world of difference in what we do, and how we do it - 

just what we, and our auditors, were looking for.  We now have simplified financial codes 

and clear gift handling processes.  Our repetitive entry has been minimized, and we have 

far fewer errors because we're balancing our fundraising and accounting systems - 

daily!" 

 

- Wayne Reading, CFO, San Francisco Zoo 
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Accurately and consistently tracking the financial results of Development's fundraising 

efforts is crucial to both the Development and Accounting departments.  Yet often these 

departments operate separate systems in different ways, and reconciliation between the 

systems is arduous or not done at all.  Our nonprofit clients are continually asked to do 

more with less staff, and adding efficiencies in this area can help.   But the benefits of 

reconciliation and practices that minimize double-entry extend beyond organizational 

efficiency.  With public scrutiny of nonprofit operations at an all-time high, your donor and 

board trust is at stake.    

 

 

The benefits of this project include: 

 

 Greater ease in transferring information between Development and Accounting (either 

through accurate and appropriate reports, or via an electronic data file). 

 Greater confidence in your financial data through a regular reconciliation process. 

 Improved reporting on Development’s fundraising efforts. 

 Improved stewardship of donor’s gifts through more accurate tracking of their gift 

intentions. 

 Better access to information during the annual audit. 

 

This project results in a good deal more than simply sharing information.  In the course of 

this work, we often address gift coding inefficiencies in Development’s fundraising system 

and the ensuing additional burden of effort this places on Finance.  This greatly benefits the 

Development department, allowing them to better track and report on their fundraising 

efforts, while reducing work for the Finance department.  

 

We can also streamline gift-processing procedures, provide documentation for the client 

organization’s use over the long-term, and conduct staff training on the new procedures.  

Altogether, we have found this project one of the soundest investments in consulting that 

an organization can make.   

 

 

Contact us today for more information! 

 

Beverly Hannay 

Business Development Associate 

518-797-3438 

beverly@teamheller.com 
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