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BACkgROUnD AnD InTRODUCTIOn

he engagement and leadership of residents in community change efforts working in the community where they live 
to create healthy and safe neighbourhoods is central to community development. In the spring of 2008 the Calgary 
foundation and United Way of Calgary and Area joined with local neighbourhood partners to develop a small grants 
program aimed at engaging residents of the communities north of Mcknight in community projects.  One of the 
key challenges in implementing a small grant program is accounting for the disbursement of funds to community 
groups and individuals carrying out the charitable acts funded by the grants. This is a barrier because charitable 
organizations are restricted to disbursing funds to qualified donees as identified under the income tax act which does 
not include community associations and individuals. fiscal sponsorship was identified as an option that could be 
used to fund: groups and individuals receiving small grants, collaborations and emerging not for profits. 

This study seeks to identify current practices of fiscal sponsorship in the Calgary context and address the following 
questions: 

w  When is fiscal sponsorship being used and by whom? 

w  What are the specific roles and responsibilities of each party? 

w What are the challenges and benefits? 

w  How can funders provide support to encourage fiscal sponsorship? 

This report is intended to guide further discussions around the future of fiscal sponsorship in Calgary and report back 
to agencies, community groups and individuals who have contributed to the research. 

T
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2.0 Literature Review
Although practiced quite widely fiscal sponsorship in 
Canada has often been very ad hoc with little formalized 
process or practice guidelines. This review explores 
existing literature about fiscal sponsorship in an attempt 
to understand what is known about fiscal sponsorship and 
where gaps in knowledge exist. This review will explore 
key trends and gaps in the literature including: current 
terminology and definitions of fiscal sponsorship, benefits 
of engaging in fiscal sponsorship, and current practices. 
for the purpose of this review both academic material and 
grey literature has been included. Due to limited academic 
material grey literature forms the basis of this literature.

2.1  defining Fiscal Sponsorship

The lack of clarity around fiscal sponsorship is immediately 
apparent by the small body of literature focused on 
determining the correct terminology for and creating 
a working definition of, fiscal sponsorship. Articles 
addressing this theme are two legal briefs and Colvin’s fiscal 
sponsorship primer. As non-practitioners, their attempts to 
define the practice lend it legitimacy by connecting practice 
of fiscal sponsorship to external authorities such as legal and 
taxation authorities. The first point of contention addressed 
in the literature is the terminology used to describe fiscal 
sponsorship. Bausch and newton (2006), state that the 
terms umbrella organizations, fiscal agents and fiscal 
conduits are synonymous with fiscal sponsorship. The 
term charitable umbrella is shared by the Rose foundation 
however the terms fiscal agent and fiscal conduit are no 
longer used. Three sources specifically address the use of 
the term fiscal agent, which is apparent in older literature, 
and identify fiscal sponsor as the correct choice at present. 
In the legal brief fiscal Agency Versus fiscal Sponsorship, 
Jane C. nober explains the shift from the term fiscal agent 
to fiscal sponsor. The term fiscal agent is associated with 
the practice of earmarking, which is defined as “any oral 
or written understanding that a grant will be spent in a 
particular fashion” (nober, 2004). When earmarking takes 
place the charity is considered a conduit because it does 
not “exercise discretion or control” (nober, 2004) over those 
contributions and this is considered unacceptable under 
current charitable regulations. Hunter (2002) offers a second 
reason for not using the term fiscal agent, which is rooted in 
the legal interpretation of what it means to act as an agent.

“In legal terms, an agent is a person appointed by 
someone else with the power to do some specified 
thing for the person making the appointment, 
the principal. Or an agent can be appointed with 
general powers. In both cases the agent operates on 
instructions from the principal” (Hunter, 2002). 

In the language of fiscal sponsorship, the relationship has 
been inverted. The charitable organization is referred to as 
the agent implying that the sponsored group controls the 
charitable group (Colvin, 2005). An arrangement of this type 
would place the charitable organization at risk of losing its 
charitable status because it violates the “legal requirement 
that the charity must maintain control so that their charitable 
purposes – and only those purposes – are the objects of 
spending (Hunter, 2002). 

Despite the discrepancies in terminology, the definition of 
fiscal sponsorship is consistent throughout the literature. 
The definition provided below is the most comprehensive 
definition: 

“A tax exempt charity makes a decision to support a 
non-exempt project, and in the process extends a sort 
of umbrella of tax exemption over that project, at least 
insofar as it retains “complete discretion and control” 
over the funds and so long as the project advances the 
sponsor’s tax-exempt objectives” (Manheim, 2003).

The key features of this definition is that it makes reference 
to the need for the fiscal sponsor to retain control over 
the funds that it administers on behalf of its sponsored 
organization as well as the need for the work of the 
sponsored organization to be aligned with the charitable 
mandate of the fiscal sponsor. 

The need to incorporate these two features into fiscal 
sponsorship arrangements is echoed throughout the 
literature because they are legal requirements, which if not 
abided by may place the charitable organization at risk of 
losing its charitable status

2.2   benefits of engaging in Fiscal 
Sponsorship

Common across the literature is a focus on the benefits 
of fiscal sponsorship. This is because as a relatively 
new practice it is still struggling to gain legitimacy and 
acceptance. Through interviews in the charitable sector, 
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Blair and Cheplick (2007) found that there is “a combination 
of ambivalence, misapprehension and misunderstanding 
about the nature and value of fiscal sponsorship”. The 
literature seeks to combat this by presenting the benefits 
of fiscal sponsorship from three perspectives: sponsored 
organizations, the charitable sector and the community 
served by the charitable sector. 

from the perspective of the sponsored organization, the 
main incentive to engage in fiscal sponsorship is access to 
charitable funding however, the administrative efficiencies 
realized through the shared services most fiscal sponsors 
provide is also considered very valuable. As Adam forest, 
a member of the board of directors of fractured Atlas, 
describes once an organization has access to charitable 
dollars it faces the challenges of “adhering to non-
profit accounting standards, getting and annual audit, 
filing with the new York State Charities Bureau, properly 
acknowledging donations” (Bauch and newton, 2006). In 
light of these administrative challenges he believes that 
“working with a fiscal sponsor provides the best of both 
worlds, since you’re eligible for grants and tax-deductible 
contributions but you’re saved the hassle and expenses 
of running a non-profit organization” (Bauch and newton, 
2006) and therefore are able to focus on work related to 
your charitable mission. 

The article Sponsorships Could Cut Waste in the Charity 
World by Eman Quotah (2007) provides a different 
perspective by looking at how engaging in fiscal 
sponsorship can benefit the charitable sector as a whole. 
In this article Quotah argues that fiscal sponsorship could 
greatly reduce the number of charities that fail as well as the 
duplication of services by charitable organizations. It also 
makes the argument that fiscal sponsorship benefits the 
entire non-profit sector. It suggests that fiscal sponsorship 
could “make the charitable world more efficient and free 
up more dollars for programs” and provide “strict financial 
oversight” (Quotah, 2007). Blair and Cheplick (2007) build 
on this with the suggestion that fiscal sponsorship enables 
increased innovation in the sector through accelerating “the 
pace and success of bringing new ideas and services to the 
public problem-solving market place”. 

In How fiscal Sponsorship nurtures non-profits, Jonathan 
Spack (2005) describes how fiscal sponsorship benefits 
the community served by charitable organizations through 
community development. He states that it “nurtures new 
leadership and it can help start-ups organize to challenge 
conventional practices and approaches to unmet societal 

needs” (Spack, 2005) in addition he describes fiscal 
sponsorship as enabling charitable groups to develop 
“specialized responses to cultural communities” (Spack, 
2005). An example of a community which has benefited 
from fiscal sponsorship is provided in the Zimmerman’s 2007 
article, which describes how fiscal sponsorship has been 
utilized in models for youth led social change organizations. 
Access to shared services and the flexibility in governance 
model allowed through fiscal sponsorship enables youth to 
retain decision making power in their organizations so that 
they are truly youth led. 

The only perspective missing from the literature is that of 
fiscal sponsors. This may be a result of the fiscal sponsor 
being the main source of literature and therefore not the 
intended audience. 

2.3  Current Practice

Because the literature is primarily grey literature originating 
from organizations practicing fiscal sponsorship there 
are frequent references to practice. The defining text on 
fiscal sponsorship is gregory Colvin’s fiscal Sponsorship: 
6 Ways to do it right (2005). This text provides 6 detailed 
examples of how fiscal sponsorship relationships can be 
structured: direct project, independent contractor project, 
pre-approved grant relationship, group exemption, 
supporting organization and technical assistance. key 
features differentiating the models are the level of support 
provided by the fiscal sponsor, whether the decision making 
ability lies with the funder or the charitable organization and 
the degree of control the charitable organization has over 
the sponsored organization. The only reference to practice 
in the Canadian context is from Hunter’s, 2002 legal brief, 
which provides clear direct instructions establishing a fiscal 
sponsorship relationship. He recommends that 

“A charity offering to act as a fiscal sponsor should 
adopt a written internal policy governing sponsorship 
arrangements, require written proposals from those 
seeking funding, enter into formal sponsorship 
agreements with them, and establish on-going 
oversight and follow-up procedures” (Hunter, 2002). 

Organizations such as the Rose foundation and the 
Community Technical Assistance Center (CTAC) expanded 
on such recommendation by creating documents which 
describe their practice in greater operational detail. 
The Rose foundation document is unique because it 



A survey of fIscAl sPonsorshIP PrAcTIce In cAlgAry A survey of fIscAl sPonsorshIP PrAcTIce In cAlgAry4 5

addresses both ownership and roles. According to The 
Rose foundation practice, the project owns its own work 
products, intellectual and tangible property (2008). This 
document also speaks explicitly of liability stating that as 
the fiscal sponsor the Rose foundation accepts liability 
to the funding source as well as liability to the Internal 
Revenue Service (IRS) for ensuring the charitable nature of 
the activities (2008). In terms of roles, the Rose foundation 
document focuses not on the division of tasks but rather the 
unofficial role of the fiscal sponsor as a mentor. It states that 
fiscal sponsors offer expertise and mentorship in fundraising, 
planning, accounting and development of memorandums of 
understanding (2008). 

The CTAC document also focuses on the relationship 
between the fiscal sponsor and the sponsored group. 
It provides and outline of the elements of a successful 
relationship as well as a clear break down of the 
responsibilities of each party. This tool would be very helpful 
to an organization establishing a new fiscal sponsorship 
relationship. It is clear practical and written in very 
accessible language. 

The discussion of practice within the literature is very 
collegial in that there is open sharing of information and 
little indication of conflicting views. The tools shared by 
current practitioners provide a valuable base of knowledge 
for emerging practitioners as well as a foundation for the 
development of policy in areas such as ownership and 
compensation for fiscal sponsors. One area of practice in 
which there are conflicting views is the relationship of shared 
services and fiscal sponsorship. Although the definition of 
fiscal sponsorship focuses on the financial relationship, in 
the literature there is frequent mention of shared services. 
Spack (2002) states that the sponsor “typically provides 
accounting, human resources and other back office services” 
however Blair and Cheplick (2007) define fiscal sponsorship 
as “when on entity agrees to accept and manage charitable 
funds for another”. In further research it will be important to 
align the definition of fiscal sponsorship with its practice by 
determining if shared services are separate or joint offerings. 

2.4  gaps in the Literature

The quality and quantity of literature available on fiscal 
sponsorship is very indicative of its stage of development 
as a practice. Absent from the literature is a philosophical 
debate which questions the existence of fiscal sponsorship 
as a practice. While the benefits are clearly outlined it could 
be argued that when fiscal sponsors extend their charitable 
status to those without charitable status they are diminishing 
the role of the government and its right to determine which 
organizations receive charitable status. The absence of 
this question within the literature may be a result of the 
absence of external scrutiny. The legal discussions around 
terminology and attempts to define fiscal sponsorship 
indicate that there is not a strong regulatory and policy 
environment, which addresses these questions. The focus on 
practice and benefits of fiscal sponsorship in the literature 
indicate a strong internal focus. Although the literature 
speaks of benefits to the community and the charitable 
sector there is little research to support it. The intended 
audience for the existing literature is current and future 
practitioners with only three environmental scans aimed at 
creating and understanding of fiscal sponsorship within the 
broader community.
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3.0  Research 
Methodology

3.1  instrument design

The chosen method of data collection for this qualitative 
study was key informant interviews. The questions for the 
interview were based on informational needs of United 
Way as identified by the supervisor of this initiative. The 
questions were also reflective of the gaps in knowledge 
currently available through secondary sources and relevant 
to the Canadian context. 

This research was meant to provide a broad scan of fiscal 
sponsorship practices in Calgary; therefore, the questions 
were very broad and open-ended. The schedule of interview 
questions focused on obtaining the following information: 

w When is fiscal sponsorship being used and by whom? 

w  What are the specific roles and responsibilities of each 
party? 

w What are the challenges and benefits? 

w  How can funders provide support to encourage fiscal 
sponsorship? 

Once designed the interview questions were reviewed by 
United Way. The final schedule of interview questions is 
enclosed in Appendix A of this report.

3.2  use of Secondary data

Secondary data formed the basis of this research and was 
used as a framework for developing the interview questions. 
This information was obtained through an extensive internet 
search using google to obtain grey literature as well as 
information about Canadian and Calgarian organizations 
engaged in fiscal sponsorship. Primary sources of grey 
literature were American fiscal sponsors and foundations 
such as the Tides foundations, Third Sector new England 
and Trust for Conservation, all of whom are members of 
the fiscal Sponsors network. Access to Canadian data was 
primarily through the Sage Centre (now Tides Canada) 
from whom United Way was granted special project access. 
This provided access to service agreements and policies. 
To supplement grey literature an academic a search was 
conducted using academic journals and databases from the 
University of Calgary.

3.3  Primary data Collection

Primary data was collected through a series of interviews. 
Interviews were conducted both in person and over the 
phone. Participants were invited to take part in the research 
by phone and by email. The invitation stated the purpose 
of the study but did not disclose the interview questions. 
Participation in the research was voluntary and interviewees 
were allowed to choose between in-person or telephone 
interviews. In person interviews were conducted at the 
location of choice of the interviewee. This was meant to 
encourage participation by ensuring the interviews were 
convenient for participants. A total of 33 people were 
invited to participate in the research of which 19 were 
interviewed. A key challenge in recruiting participants 
was the time of year that the research was conducted. 
Primary data collection was conducted during the summer 
months of July and August during which time many agency 
representatives were unavailable due to summer vacations. 

Interviews were conducted in a very open manner allowing 
for the discussion of topics outside of the questions and in-
depth discussion of questions as desired by the interviewee. 
Although confidentiality was not discussed in every 
interview, interviewees were assured that their responses 
would be anonymous and that they would be provided with 
a copy of the final report. Interviewees were enthusiastic 
and agreed to participate in future discussions and provide 
additional interviews as needed. 
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3.4  Sampling Method

Three sampling methods were used. Initial invitees were 
identified through a google search using the terms: fiscal 
sponsorship, fiscal agent, agent agreement and charitable 
sponsor combined with either Canada or Calgary. This 
list was expanded through consultation with United 
Way staff that identified organizations engaging in fiscal 
sponsorship through their experience in the community. 
The list of organizations compiled from these two sampling 
methods was used to generate the first round of interviews 
during which snowball sampling was used. Interviewees 
were asked during their interviews to provide contact 
information for other organizations that they were aware of 
that were participating in fiscal sponsorship arrangements. 
Participants were invited without bias towards the human 
services sector. The sample included organizations 
engaged in fiscal sponsorship regardless of the capacity 
of their involvement. Therefore it was inclusive of funders, 
fiscal sponsors and groups being sponsored by another 
organization. Organizations engaged in the arts, advocacy 
and environmental conservation were also included in the 
sample of organizations invited to participate.

3.5  data analysis

Primary data collected was analyzed using content analysis. 
Data collected was grouped according to topic and trends 
were identified. 

3.6  research assumptions 

Those who chose to participate in the research chose to 
do so of their own free will. Participants were uninhibited 
in their responses and shared freely without fear of 
consequences.  These assumptions suggest that the 
research is reliable in that the information was not forced 
and participants were able to share honestly because there 
was no way of identifying them as research participants.

3.7  Limitations to the research 

w  Participants are predominantly from the human services 
sector and therefore this research is not representative of 
arts, advocacy or environmental organizations practice of 
fiscal sponsorship. 

w  Due to the low response rate the findings within this 
report cannot be generalized. 

w  The use of United Way staff as a means of identifying 
organizations for this study resulted in a close association 
between respondents and United Way. 

w  The majority of respondents were organizations in the 
role fiscal sponsor therefore the findings are somewhat 
biased from that perspective. 

w  Interviews were conducted primarily with CEO’s and 
program managers rather than financial officers therefore 
specific financial details are not included. 

w  Very few organizations recorded the number of requests 
that they received either to act as a fiscal sponsor or 
requests made before securing a fiscal sponsor. 

w  Due to high turnover in the sector organizational 
memory was limited to current employees. 
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4.0 Analysis

4.1  terminology 

The lack of consistency in terminology indicated in the 
literature was also present in the interviews. Terms that 
were used in the interviews which did not appear in the 
literature included charitable sponsorship and parent/
child relationship. Charitable sponsorship was suggested 
by one interviewee as the correct term in the Canadian 
context because it reinforces that sponsorship as a means 
of increasing the capacity of a charitable organization to 
work towards its charitable mandate rather than fiscal which 
focuses on the financial aspect of the relationship. Parent/
child relationship was used to highlight the mentorship 
aspect of fiscal sponsorship arrangements and alludes to the 
sponsored agency eventually gaining independence from 
the parent. 

  When is fiscal sponsorship being 
used and by whom? 

fiscal sponsors were identified in service areas representing 
all areas of the human service sector. for many, fiscal 
sponsorship was a means of encouraging community 
members to become involved in their communities. The 
most common reason given for choosing to act as a fiscal 
sponsor was the belief that providing this service is an 
essential part of serving the community and building the 
capacity of the sector. Some described it as an ethical 
obligation others described it as service leadership. There 
was a genuine belief in the necessity of fiscal sponsorship 
and a passion to see its continued growth. 

To gage the demand for fiscal sponsorship interviewees 
were asked how often they were approached with requests 
to act as a fiscal sponsor. Although exact figures were 
difficult to obtain five indicated that they received frequent 
requests (three or more per year) while three stated that 
they rarely received requests and the remaining were 
uncertain. One government foundation stated that they 
did not require fiscal sponsors because regulations for 
government funding are more flexible and only 50% of the 
groups that currently received grants from this government 
foundation were charitable organizations. 

fiscal sponsorship is being used throughout the human 
services sector. Service areas represented in this research 
include: 

w  Community development

w  Children and youth

w  Immigrants and refugees

w  Employment

w  Crisis

w  Domestic violence

w  Community foundations

Although all who participated in the survey were able 
to confirm that they were engaged in fiscal sponsorship 
arrangements 42% did not keep records of how many 
fiscal sponsorship arrangements they had in place or how 
many times they had been approached to act as a fiscal 
sponsor. Of the remaining 58% the range in number of fiscal 
sponsorships indicated that there are two types of fiscal 
sponsors. There are fiscal sponsors who sponsor a small 
number of organizations (1-3) and there are fiscal sponsors 
that serve as a platform sponsoring up to 10 projects 
per year. Platforms identified in the research were sector 
specific, serving only organizations with similar charitable 
mandates. Three developing platforms were identified in 
two service areas: community development and immigrant 
services. 

An important way of differentiating fiscal sponsorship 
relationships was whether they were being used to support 
projects or programs. Projects are time limited and task 
oriented while programs are ongoing and service oriented. 
Projects took three forms, which varied according to 
the group carrying out the project. The three forms are 
collaborations, pilot projects and community development 
projects. 

Collaborations are those projects initiated by multiple 
funders of which one was appointed to act as fiscal sponsor. 
In collaborations it is common for the funder to be directly 
involved in the management and governance of the 
project. Pilot projects are similar to collaborations however 
funder involvement is limited to governance and does not 
extend to management. Community development projects 
are often carried out by community associations, citizen 
groups or ethno-cultural or religious groups and funded by 
foundations. for community development projects the fiscal 
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sponsor is involved in ensuring accountability however is 
not directly involved in management or governance of the 
project. 

Unlike projects, programs are usually emerging not for 
profits in their growth stage, not-for-profits which intend 
to remain small or not-for-profits that prefer to remain 
with fiscal sponsors because it allows their organization to 
concentrate on their charitable mission without having to 
focus on administration. In order to determine which type 
of program was most common interviewees were asked if 
they were aware of the current status of groups they had 
previously acted as a fiscal sponsor for. Unfortunately only 
two were able to provide this information therefore no 
conclusions could be drawn. 

  how are fiscal sponsorship 
agreements formed? 

The research indicated a high degree of variance in how 
fiscal sponsorship agreements are formed. In one agency 
fiscal sponsorship arrangements were all initiated when staff 
members involved with an organization without charitable 
status would request that their employer act as fiscal 
sponsor. The staff member making the request was then 
made responsible for overseeing the arrangement. While 
this allowed for a very streamlined arrangement, it created 
the problem of conflicting interests for the staff person 
who was involved in both organizations and a lack of follow 
through and maintenance of the relationship when the staff 
person left the organization. 

It was interesting to note that in many cases funders were 
involved in initiating the fiscal sponsorship relationship. 
Particularly in the case of foundations and pilot projects. 
In such cases it was common for the funder to either refer 
the organization to a charitable organization or to directly 
request a charitable organization to act as the fiscal sponsor. 
Three charitable organizations were actively involved in 
creating smaller organizations and therefore naturally 
assumed the role of fiscal sponsor. Alternatively, three 
organizations assumed the role of fiscal sponsor solely 
because the funder had made the request and have almost 
no interaction at all with their sponsored group. finally and 
perhaps most common were requests from organizations 
directly to charitable organizations. Such requests were 
most successful when there was a pre-existing relationship 
with the charitable organization that they were asking to 

act as a fiscal sponsor. for most fiscal sponsors personal 
relationships and trust are deciding factors in determining 
which groups they are willing to act as a fiscal sponsor for 
and this is a significant barrier for organizations making a 
request with no pre-existing relationship. The charitable 
organization’s level of knowledge of fiscal sponsorship was 
also a key factor in determining whether or not they were 
willing to act as a fiscal sponsor. One organization stated 
that they receive approximately three requests per year but 
have turned all requests down due to uncertainty about 
their liability as a fiscal sponsor. 

The level of the fiscal sponsor’s understanding of fiscal 
sponsorship and their legal responsibilities as a fiscal 
sponsor was also very influential in determining how 
formal agreements were. Organizations that have a clear 
understanding of their legal responsibilities would ensure 
that a legally binding contract was created while those 
who were less certain of their responsibility often had 
no documentation. Of the arrangements where a formal 
contract was in place, the content was largely determined 
by the fiscal sponsor. In only one case was there a legal 
contract in which both parties had legal professionals assist 
with creating the contract. This may be indicative of a 
power imbalance which favours the fiscal sponsor. In terms 
of cases where the relationship was initiated by the funder, 
the agreements between the funder and the individual 
organizations was often the only agreement, with no 
formal agreement created between the fiscal sponsor and 
sponsored group. This indicates a lack of knowledge about 
the legal liability of being a fiscal sponsor as well as the 
level of trust charitable organizations have in their funders.  
Such arrangements suggest that the sponsored group is 
responsible to the funder rather than the fiscal sponsor.

In terms of length both fiscal sponsors and sponsored 
groups indicated that the agreements would be maintained 
as long as there was the capacity and need. for projects this 
meant until the project was complete. for programs most 
planning was based on two or three year periods but the 
relationship was expected to continue as long as necessary. 
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  What are the specific roles and 
responsibilities of each party? 

Models of fiscal sponsorship identified in this research 
were differentiated based on services offered, and the 
degree of control of the fiscal sponsor over the activities 
of the sponsored group. The services offered varied 
depending on the level of integration and the services 
required. As indicated earlier the needs of short term or 
community based projects were limited to mentorship such 
as assistance in proposal writing, project planning and 
evaluation and financial services such as tax receipting and 
payables/receivables. The needs of programs were more 
extensive as they require all the services of an organization. 
The chart below lists the services provided as well as the 
number of respondents. 

financial services such as payroll, payables/receivables, 
tax receipting, financial statements and audits were most 
common. This shows that for many fiscal sponsorship 
agreements are predominantly financial in nature. The broad 
spectrum of other services provided however indicates that 
there are relationships that are highly integrated. 

Among fiscal sponsors it was common to charge an 
administrative fee for services provided. The means of 
determining the fees are outlined in the chart below. 

Of those who charged a percentage of revenue the percent 
ranged from 2% to 15% flat fees ranged from $5,000 to 
$15,000. 

The second factor in defining each model was the degree 
of control the fiscal sponsor had over the sponsored group. 
The degree of control was determined by the involvement 
of the fiscal sponsor in governance and decision making 
as indicated by the presence of the fiscal sponsor on the 
sponsored organizations board and their influence at 
the management level. Based on these two factors four 
models of fiscal sponsorship practice have been identified: 
subsidiary, collaborative, technical assistance and conduit. 

In the subsidiary model the program or project is taken 
on as part of the fiscal sponsor’s agency. They remain 
independent in decision making specific to the program 
however they adopt the sponsor’s internal policies such as 
IT, HR and accounting. In such models there is a fair amount 
of integration between organizations. 

In the collaborative model the fiscal sponsor was often 
one of multiple collaborative partners therefore while they 
did participate in decision making for the project their 
influence was equal to other collaborative partners. In 
addition to participation in decision making they provided 
administrative support such as processing of donations, 
payroll, financial reporting and auditing as well as shared 
space. 

Payroll    11  

Financial Statements   10  

Audit    9  

Payables/Receivables   9  

Tax Receipting   8  

Mentorship   5  

Staff Benefits Plan   3  

Dedicated Staff Member  3  

Human Resources Policy  2  

Staff Training   2  

Space (free access)   2  

Union Membership   1  

Information Technology  1  

Space (rented)   1  

Childcare    1  

Fund Investment   1  

Research    1  

Service Provided Number of reSPoNdeNTS

Percentage of Revenue  9  

Flat Fee    2  

No Fee    1  

Membership Fee   1  

No Response   3  

Not Applicable (funders)  3  

AdmiNiSTrATive feeS Number of reSPoNdeNTS
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The technical assistance model was most common because 
although fiscal sponsors recognized their liability for the 
project and the funds they did not want to make decisions 
on behalf of the sponsored agency. Therefore they 
provided assistance but did not participate in decisions. 
for community groups the assistance came in the form of 
assistance with project planning and grant applications as 
well as assistance in evaluating projects and submitting 
the required documentation to funders. from an agency 
perspective technical assistance included a variety of 
services and supports such as payroll, accounting, financial 
reporting and auditing and shared space. 

In the conduit model the fiscal sponsor has no control over 
the funds. They simply submit the proposal to funders 
requesting funding on behalf of the sponsored agency and 
hand the funds over once they are received expecting that 
the groups will use the fund appropriately and submit the 
necessary reports and evaluations to the funders in a timely 
fashion. This practice is considered flow through and it is 
not allowed according to Canadian Revenue Agency (CRA) 
guidelines. 

 What are the benefits? 

The benefits of fiscal sponsorship varied between fiscal 
sponsors, sponsored groups and funders. for the fiscal 
sponsor increased services and information sharing are 
important benefits in improving client service. Through 
shared information about programming offered in the sector 
the fiscal sponsor is able to refer clients to new services 
and share clients with the sponsored organization. The 
funds received through administrative fees are also seen 
as a benefit because they are a flexible funding source. 
The benefit most consistently cited was the opportunity to 
practice service leadership through increasing the capacity 
of the sector as a whole. 

for sponsored organizations the main benefit is the ability 
to access charitable funding. Additional financial benefits 
include access to administrative supports and lower rates 
for benefits and insurance through economies of scale. 
non-financial benefits were also considered extremely 
valuable such as mentorship and association with a larger 
organization. Mentorship included access to legal and 
governance advice as well as training in completing funding 
proposals, planning projects and conducting evaluations. 

from the perspective of funders the most important 
benefit was the ability to provide funding to a wider range 
of organizations. fiscal sponsorship allows funders to 
support new and innovative organizations as well as smaller 
community based organizations. for funders the use of a 
fiscal sponsor helps to ensure a higher level of accountability 
because the fiscal sponsor takes on the role of overseeing 
the funds. finally the fiscal sponsor also provides valuable 
support through mentorship, which helps to increase the 
capacity of the sponsored group. This is a benefit to funders 
because it results in higher quality grant proposals, projects 
and evaluations. 

 What are the challenges? 

As with benefits, challenges differed for fiscal sponsors, 
sponsored groups and funders. The most commonly 
mentioned challenge was the lack of clear guidelines. 
Although all interviewees practice fiscal sponsorship 
many were uncertain what the policies governing fiscal 
sponsorship are. All interviewees recognized that they 
were legally responsible for the funds they received 
however areas of uncertainty were administrative fees 
and governance. Many felt that it was difficult to exert 
fiscal influence without management influence. However 
at the same time they were hesitant to take on additional 
management responsibilities. Lack of clarity around roles 
sometimes led to a disconnect between parties creating 
communication challenges. In terms of administrative 
fees there was uncertainty about what is acceptable to 
charge as an administrative fee and for what services could 
administrative fees be charged. 

Choosing to act as a fiscal sponsor created funding 
challenges because the funds obtained through the 
administrative fee was insufficient to cover the cost of 
providing services to the sponsored group however they 
were not comfortable charging higher fees because it would 
compromise the effectiveness of the sponsored group. 
This left agencies feeling like they had to balance their 
internal goals with their desire to help others in the sector. 
Ethical concerns about funding sources were mentioned 
as a challenge by one group. The example provided was 
when the fiscal sponsor chose not to access casino funding 
due to ethical concerns and then was faced with an ethical 
dilemma when its sponsored organizations accepted casino 
funds and the fiscal sponsor was required to administer the 
funds. Acting as a fiscal sponsor was also limiting to the 
fiscal sponsor in that some funders only accept a certain 
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number of funding applications from an organization within 
a given time period. This meant that if both the fiscal 
sponsor and the sponsored group both wanted to submit 
a funding proposal they may be limited because they 
would be applying under the same charitable number and 
therefore limited in the number of applications that could be 
submitted. 

for sponsored groups the challenges centered round a 
lack of control. One agency indicated that their lack of 
control over administrative decisions negatively impacted 
their program. for example a decision by the fiscal 
sponsor to change their employee benefits plan may result 
in the new benefits plan not meeting the needs of the 
sponsored group’s staff similarly changes to shared space 
or technology may negatively impact the sponsored group. 
The lack of control extends to funding in that lack of clarity 
may result in funds directed to the sponsored group not 
being designated to the sponsored group and remaining 
with the fiscal sponsor.  

Integration of the sponsored group into the fiscal sponsor’s 
organization was mentioned as a challenge. In some cases 
where the relationship was initiated by the funder, the two 
groups had never met and there was no integration leading 
to conflict and eliminating opportunities for benefits such 
as shared services and mentorship. Even in cases where 
a relationship did exist between the two groups, they 
operated quite independently which can lead to a feeling 
of isolation for the sponsored group or conflict between 
the two groups. This challenge was resolved in one group 
through the creation of a support group composed of 
all of the groups sponsored by a charitable organization. 
This allowed them to discuss common problems that 
they encountered and share professional development 
opportunities. A second organization addressed this 
program through integration of staff from the charitable 
organization into the sponsored group. This allowed for 
an additional level of accountability as well as a stronger 
relationship between the two organizations. 

The final challenge reported was difficulty in raising 
funds. This occurs because the sponsored group is often 
required to have already secured the funds before a 
fiscal sponsorship agreement can be negotiated however 
without a charitable number it is difficult to secure the 
initial funds. The challenges created by lack of control are 
often compounded by the lack of knowledge about fiscal 
sponsorship. With the role of each party being unclear in 
times of conflict or uncertainty communication becomes 
difficult. As well in funder driven relationships the fiscal 

sponsor and sponsored group may have no pre-existing 
relationship placing further strain on conflict resolution. 

Although funders were aware of many of the challenges 
impacting fiscal sponsors and sponsored groups, the 
only challenge identified as impacting funders was the 
lack of clear guidelines. Many felt that because literature 
is predominantly American they were uncertain how to 
practice fiscal sponsorship in the Canadian context.

  how can funders provide 
support to encourage fiscal 
sponsorship? 

When asked to identify ways in which funders can support 
and encourage fiscal sponsorship, the responses were 
directly related to the challenges identified. In response to 
the lack of clear guidelines it was suggested that workshops 
and training be provided on how to create and manage 
fiscal sponsorship agreements. Information about guidelines 
around legal issues, reporting and responsibilities was 
specifically requested. To further address uncertainty around 
legal issues, it was recommended that funders provide 
resources to access legal professionals to assist in creating 
fiscal sponsorship contracts. 

To address the insufficient funding, it was recommended 
that funders provide additional funding to support 
administrative expenses. By doing this fiscal sponsors 
would be able to cover the cost of additional administrative 
work yet sponsored groups would not have to increase the 
amount of their funds spent on administrative costs. 

In terms of limitations to the number of applications that 
can be submitted from a single organization in a given 
time period, interviewees suggested exceptions be made 
for fiscal sponsors. Such flexibility would mean sponsored 
groups would be considered separately than their fiscal 
sponsors, thus enabling both to submit funding proposals. 
To further improve the process, it was recommended 
funding applications be standardized across funders, 
reducing the overall admin burden. Having funders actively 
take part in encouraging and facilitating fiscal sponsorship 
helps raise awareness and create a safe environment where 
those engaged in it can seek guidance. The fear of losing 
charitable status prevents organizations from acting as 
a fiscal sponsor and prevents those in fiscal sponsorship 
agreements from asking questions. Dispelling this fear and 
creating an environment of learning may greatly advance 
the practice through sharing of experiences and key 
learnings. 
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5.0 Options for Calgary 

5.1  Single Platform 

The first option currently under consideration is a single fiscal sponsorship platform that would serve multiple organizations 
of various sizes across a variety of service areas. In this option, multiple funders would use the platform to provide funding to 
projects and programs supported by the fiscal sponsorship platform. 

key considerations for this option include: 

w  A single organization whose sole purpose is fiscal sponsorship may have the capacity to offer shared services 

w  A single organization provides a focal point for marketing to promote greater visibility and increased use of fiscal 
sponsorship 

w  Increased accountability through proper application of legal and regulatory frameworks 

w  Platform would require charitable status and a broad charitable mandate 

w  Would a single platform have the capacity to meet the needs of the entire city? 

w  Would a single platform have the flexibility to serve both projects and programs? 

w  A platform offers a centralized place for training and research 

w  Capital and resource requirements would be significant 

w  Would a single platform have the flexibility to serve different service areas and the range of funders that support them? 

w  What sources of sustainable funding are available for a single platform? 
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5.2  Multiple Platforms 

The second option currently under consideration is the development of several smaller fiscal sponsorship platforms. In this 
option funders may fund projects/programs under each of the platforms. The platforms may be developed based on service 
areas such as children and youth or immigrant services. Alternatively, platforms could be developed based on the size of 
projects/programs that they serve. 

key considerations for this option include: 

w  How best can platforms be developed to serve the needs to the community? 

w  Do multiple platforms allow for more focused platforms and therefore greater opportunity for mentorship? 

w  How can consistency in accountability and service be ensured across multiple platforms? 

w  Does a smaller platform have the capacity to serve larger organizations? 

w  What are the capital and resource requirements of multiple platforms? 

w  Would new platforms be established or could existing organizations act as fiscal sponsorship platforms within their service 
area? 
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5.3  enhance existing Practice 

The third option is continued support to individual organizations choosing to act as fiscal sponsor. There would remain 
multiple funders, fiscal sponsors and sponsored groups amongst which there would be multiple relationships as funders 
provide funding to numerous fiscal sponsors to fund different sponsored organizations. 

key considerations for this option are: 

w  There would be a need to improve support to one-to-one agreements 

w  This would allow for continued mentorship between organizations with shared mandates 

w  fiscal sponsors could be found to support both projects and programs 

w  All parties would require training and information sessions to improve practice 

w  funders would now be responsible for working with and developing agreements with multiple fiscal sponsors 

w  Multiple fiscal sponsors would be difficult to monitor to ensure practice was aligned with regulatory requirements 
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5.4  recommendations 

In order to move forward with evaluating these three options it is essential that all parties are involved in the planning. The 
research indicated a power imbalance between funders and fiscal sponsors as well as between fiscal sponsors and sponsored 
groups. In order to correct for these imbalances it is essential that all parties are aware of how fiscal sponsorship is practiced 
and the risks involved. The involvement of all parties in evaluating the options also helps to ensure that the needs of all are 
reflected in the solution. 

from organizations acting as a fiscal sponsor greater research must be conducted to understand in detail how fiscal 
sponsorship is practiced. This must then be compared to regulatory requirements to determine if current practice is in 
alignment with regulatory requirements. In areas where discrepancies emerge it will then be important to understand whether 
there needs to be a change in policy or a change in practice. This research will also be key in identifying areas where there 
is a need for additional training and information. These needs can be addressed through the development of toolkits and 
information sessions. 

Secondary research is also recommended, focused on existing models of practice such as the Sage Centre (Tides Canada) 
and American Centres to determine which model works best for Calgary. 

key research interests include: 

w  What types of services are provided? 

w  Which sectors are served? 

w  What processes are in place to ensure accountability? 

w  What are the models of governance? 

w    What are current practices in multicultural or Aboriginal communities? 

for further information regarding research and policy progress on this topic please contact Susan Ramsundarsingh susanr@
calgaryunitedway.org or sramsundarsingh@gmail.com.
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