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INTRODUCTION 
 
This guide is for individuals seeking to incorporate a 501(c)3 nonprofit in the state of Indiana. It will walk 
through the steps to formalize a 501(c)3 organization with the Indiana Secretary of State and the 
Internal Revenue Service (IRS). 
 
This guide will not cover mission development, basic characteristics of nonprofit organizations, or board 
development. A list of resources and consultants with expertise on these topics is included in the CFHC 
Consultant Directory.  
 
This guide does not constitute legal advice. A list of attorneys can be found in the CFHC Consultant 
Directory.  
 

DISCLAIMER  
General: CFHC materials that reference any specific commercial or nonprofit entity, process, product, 
service, manufacturer or company does not constitute its endorsement or recommendation by CFHC or 
any of its employees.  
 
Disclaimer of Endorsement: Reference herein to any specific commercial products, process, or service by 
trade name, trademark, manufacturer, or otherwise, does not necessarily constitute or imply its 
endorsement, recommendation, or favoring by CFHC. The views and opinions of authors expressed 
herein do not necessarily state or reflect those of CFHC, and shall not be used for advertising or product 
endorsement purposes.  
 
Disclaimer of Hyperlinks: The appearance of external hyperlinks does not constitute endorsement by 
CFHC of the linked web sites, or the information, products or services contained therein.  
 
Disclaimer of Liability: Reference from this guide, web page, or from any of the information services 
sponsored by CFHC to any non-governmental entity, product, service or information does not constitute 
an endorsement or recommendation by CFHC or any of its employees. We are not responsible for the 
content of any "off-site" web pages referenced from this document. 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
This document was created with the help of many sources. Metamorphosis Consulting Services and The 
Indianapolis Library conducted a workshop and provided materials related to this topic.  
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FISCAL SPONSORSHIP 
 
Before we dive into the specifics of setting up a 501(c)3, a word about fiscal sponsorships. According to 
Charitable Allies, a Fiscal Sponsorship is a formal arrangement where a current nonprofit agrees to serve 
as an incubator of sorts for a charitable program that was created by other persons. This could include 
fiduciary oversight, financial management, administrative services, and administrative fee. 
 
From Charitable Advisors: 
 
“A fiscal sponsor can be a ‘home’ for a startup nonprofit, a charity, or a fledgling nonprofit program 
looking for funding even if it lacks tax exempt status. This can be helpful for new charities because the 
fiscal sponsor will often take on a number of responsibilities that they might struggle with on their own, 
including receiving and administering contributions, dealing with some of the operating issues of a 
nonprofit, etc. This also can be useful for charitable programs of for-profit organizations or all-volunteer 
organizations that cannot sustain the administrative costs. Finally, current stand-alone nonprofit 
organizations that for one reason or another need to downsize could benefit from a fiscal sponsor in this 
endeavor to provide the administrative support it needs. 
 
“Operating in a fiscal sponsorship arrangement usually will provide a benefit to the donors of the fiscal 
sponsee because the donations will be deductible where they would otherwise not be. This does seem 
to be an arrangement that is decreasing both in popularity and opportunity to find willing “homes” for a 
variety of reasons. This aspect of fiscal sponsorships is largely beyond the scope of this article, but it 
appears that this is generally due to the creation of the Form 1023EZ that made it much easier and 
cheaper for smaller nonprofits to be formed and a form of fiscal sponsorship mentioned below, the 
single-member LLC, which is not quite a fiscal sponsorship as normally understood.” 
 
For more details, see the full Charitable Advisors article, “Fiscal Sponsorships: Get the Benefits of a 
Charity Without Being One.” 
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ABOUT THE 501(C)3 DESIGNATION 
 
Being 501(c)(3) means that a particular nonprofit organization has been approved by the Internal 
Revenue Service (IRS) as a tax-exempt, charitable organization. 
 
When an organization is granted 501(c)(3) status, the IRS automatically classifies it as either a public 
charity or a private foundation. Most new nonprofits qualify as public charities because they receive 
broad public support through donations, grants, or program revenue. Organizations that do not meet 
the public-support tests are classified as private foundations, which are subject to stricter rules, 
additional reporting requirements, and limitations on certain activities. 
 
To be tax-exempt under section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code, an organization must 
be organized and operated exclusively for exempt purposes set forth in section 501(c)(3), and none of its 
earnings may inure to any private shareholder or individual. In addition, it may not be an action 
organization, i.e., it may not attempt to influence legislation as a substantial part of its activities, and it 
may not participate in any campaign activity for or against political candidates. 
 
A 501(c)3 must be organized and operated for one or more of eight exempt purposes: 
 

1) Religious 
2) Charitable 
3) Scientific 
4) Testing for public safety 
5) Literary 
6) Educational purposes 
7) Foster national or international amateur sports competition 
8) Prevention of cruelty to children or animals 

 
For more information on exemption requirements for 501(c)3 organizations, visit the IRS website. 
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CHECKLIST TO FORMALIZE YOUR 501(C)3 ORGANIZATION 
 
□ Choose a business name  
□ Choose a business address  
□ Select an Indiana Registered Agent  
□ IdenƟfy at least 3 board members 
□ DraŌ ArƟcles of IncorporaƟon with IRS-required purpose and dissolution clauses  
□ File ArƟcles with the Indiana Secretary of State  
□ Apply for EIN  
□ Submit Form 1023 or 1023-EZ to IRS 
□ Apply for Indiana sales tax exempƟon (NP-20A) 
□ File Indiana Business EnƟty Report every 2 years 
□ File IRS Form 990/990-EZ/990-N annually 
□ File State of Indiana nonprofit return every five years 
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INDIANA SECRETARY OF STATE 
 
This is a step-by-step guide for filing to incorporate and register with the Indiana Secretary of State’s 
office. 
 
1) Visit in.gov/sos and click “Business Services Division.” 

 

 
 

2) Click “INBiz – Online Services.” 
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3) At the top of the page, click “Start a Business.” 
 

 
 

4) Click “Get Started.” 
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5) Create a log-in. You will need to provide your email address, phone number, full name, and create a 
password. 
 

 
 

6) Answer questions to register your account. 
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7) Click “Start a New Business.” 
 

 
 

8) Read the “Important Information for INBIZ Users” and ensure you have all the required information. 
Then click “Next.” 
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9) Click “Guide Me.” 
 

 
 

10) Answer the questions as demonstrated below, then click “Next.” 
 

 
 
The next series of screenshots will walk you through the process of building your Articles of 
Incorporation. You may build these outside the system, if you wish. If you need to update any of this 
information down the road, you will have an opportunity to do that annually through the business entity 
report.  
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11) If you have already reserved a business name, click “Yes” and enter it into the box. If you have not 
already reserved a business name, click “No.” You can then check the availability of names you are 
considering. Then click “Next.” 
 

 
 

12) Complete the Business Information form. Be sure to select “Perpetual” under “Period of Duration.” 
See below for sample Distribution of Assets language. The “Effective Date” will be whatever date 
and time you are filing this paperwork. Then click “Next.” 
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Sample Distribution of Assets language: 
 
Upon the dissolution of the corporation, the assets will be distributed to ___________ Inc. This 
distribution shall be for one or more exempt purposes within the meaning of Section 501(c)3 of the 
Internal Revenue Code, or the corresponding section of any future federal tax code. Any such assets, not 
so disposed of, shall be disposed of by a court of competent jurisdiction of the county in which the 
principal officer of the corporation is then located, exclusively for such purpose or to such organizations 
as said court shall determine. 
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13) The Registered Agent receives important legal documents on behalf of the business. It can be you. If 
your Registered Agent is not yet registered, type in their name and click “Create Agent.” Then click 
“Next.” 
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Further Info About Registered Agents 
From Indiana Code (IC 23-17-6) 
A corporation must continuously maintain the following in Indiana: 

 A registered office 
 A registered agent who must be one of the following: 

o An individual who resides in Indiana and whose business office is identical with the 
registered office. 

o A business or nonprofit corporation whose business office is identical with the 
registered office. 

o A foreign business or nonprofit corporation authorized to transact business in Indiana 
whose business office is identical with the registered office. 
 

14) Incorporators are your founders. It is recommended that the incorporators are your 3 board 
members. After entering information for each incorporator, click “Add Incorporator.” They will show 
up in a list on the screen. Note: these cannot be changed once your nonprofit is approved. When all 
Incorporators are entered, click “Next.” 
 

 
 

15) You will likely want to skip “Principal Info.” 
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16) You may upload Attachments to your application. Click “Next” when finished. 
 

 
 
Articles of Incorporation must include the following: 

 The name of the corporation (which must include “Corporation,” “Company,” “Incorporated,” 
“Limited,” or an abbreviation thereof. 

 A statement as to whether the corporation will be a public benefit, religious, or mutual benefit 
corporation. 

 The name and address of the Registered Agent. 
 The name and address of all the Incorporators. 
 A statement as to whether the corporation will have members. 
 A statement regarding the distribution of assets upon dissolution (IC 23-17-22-5). Note: You 

don’t have to specify a certain agency – you can say something like “An organization with a 
similar scope.” 

 Best case scenario: have an attorney who specializes in nonprofit law draw up your Articles. 
 You could also borrow from another successful organization that is in good standing with the 

state, and model their Articles. 
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17) Review your application, and make edits where necessary. Once everything is correct, click “Next.” 
 

 
 

18) Provide signatures, submit payment, and you are done! The filing fee is $25. If you mail in printed 
Articles of Incorporation, the fee is $30. Pretty quickly after you submit, you will receive a copy of 
your Articles with a seal – keep that somewhere safe. 
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BYLAWS 
 
Your nonprofit's bylaws are both a legal document and a roadmap for your organization's actions. A 
required element when forming a corporation, bylaws are a form of agreement or a contract between 
the corporation and its owners to conduct itself in a certain way. While for a commercial business the 
owners are its shareholders, the ownership of a nonprofit corporation belongs to the public as 
represented by the nonprofit organization's governing body, usually a Board of Directors. 
 
Bylaws vary according to the nature of your organization, but consider them to be your internal manual 
for how you will operate. They should address basic activities, such as: 
 

 governance, such as whether the organization is controlled by a board or by its membership; 
 when and how board meetings will be held and conducted; 
 how board directors and officers will be appointed or elected; 
 voting procedures, such as what constitutes a quorum so that your board can make a decision; 
 how committees are created and discontinued; 
 number of directors for your board, their required qualifications, and their terms of service; 
 language that affirms the requirements and prohibitions for nonprofit (501(c)(3) organizations 

as set out by the IRS; 
 rules that govern conflict of interest ; and 
 how the bylaws can be changed or amended. 

 
An organization that is exempt from federal income tax, as described in Internal Revenue 
Code 501(c)(3), is required to report changes to its bylaws and other governing documents annually to 
the IRS on the organization’s IRS Form 990. Substantial changes to a tax-exempt organization’s 
character, purposes, or methods of operation should be reported to the IRS as soon as possible because 
such changes, if inconsistent with the organization’s tax exemption, could affect the 
organization’s exempt status . For minor changes, just report them on your organization’s next annual 
Form 990. 
 
It is important that the bylaws not contradict the Articles of Incorporation. Although bylaws are not 
public documents, it would be wise to keep them available for public viewing. Doing so will help with 
your organization's transparency. Bylaws should be used, changed when needed, and examined often. 
Don't let them gather dust on a shelf somewhere. Make them a working document in every sense. 
(Source: The Balance Small Business)  
 
Find nonprofit bylaws templates here. 
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INTERNAL REVENUE SERVICE (IRS)  
 

Form SS-4 
 
This is a step-by-step guide to obtain an Employer Identification Number (EIN) online. Before completing 
this step, you must have already obtained your incorporation status from the Secretary of State. 
 
To complete a paper form instead, visit this link and search for Form SS-4. 
 
1) Visit irs.gov and search EIN in the top right corner. 
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2) Click “Apply for an Employer Identification Number (EIN) Online.” 

 
 
3) Click “Apply for an EIN” 
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4) Scroll down and Click “Begin Application.” 

 
 
5) Select “View Additional Types, Including Tax-Exempt and Governmental Organizations” and then 

select the radio button that says “Other Non-Profit/Tax-Exempt Organizations: 
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6) Select the radio button for “Started a New Business” and click “Continue.” 
 

 
 
7) Enter information for the Responsible Party. Click here for a definition of Responsible Party. It will 

likely be you or whoever is leading the effort to create this nonprofit. Then select the first radio 
button and click “Continue.” 
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8) Complete the Address section and click “Continue.” 
 

 
 

9) Enter the name of your nonprofit organization and the date it was formed and click “Continue.” 
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10) Answer the Additional Details appropriately and click “Continue.”  
 

  

 
11) Answer how you would like to receive your EIN confirmation letter and review the summary of 

your information to confirm it is accurate. Click “Submit EIN Request” 

  
 
You will receive an EIN instantaneously; however, you cannot use it for tax-exempt purposes until you 
complete Form 1023 and your exempt-status is approved by the IRS. 
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INTERNAL REVENUE SERVICE (IRS)  
 

Form 1023-EZ 
 
Form 1023-EZ is the streamlined application for recognition of exemption under Section 501(c)3 of the 
Internal Revenue Code. There is a checklist of 26 questions to see if your organization is eligible. Find 
more information here. 
 
If you are not eligible for Form 1023-EZ, you may still fill out Form 1023. See Page 27 for guidance. 
 
If you are eligible to file Form 1023-EZ, you must register for an account on Pay.gov to submit Form 
1023-EZ and the $275 filing fee. 
 
To complete the form, you will need: 
 

 Contact information (address, phone, email, etc.) 
 EIN 
 List of board members and addresses (remember you need at least 3) 
 Incorporation information (date incorporated, type of incorporation) 
 NTEE Code (find description here and list of codes here) 

 
You should also be prepared to answer questions about how public funds would be used, gaming, and 
participation in political campaigns. 
 
As the name suggests, Form 1023-EZ is substantially easier to complete than the full Form 1023. It also 
carries a shorter wait time for approval (as little as 2 weeks).  
 
Keep a copy of the completed Form 1023-EZ for your permanent records. 
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INTERNAL REVENUE SERVICE (IRS)  
 

Form 1023 
 
Form 1023 is the application for recognition of exemption under Section 501(c)3 of the Internal Revenue 
Code. This form will take substantial time to complete. 
 
To begin, you must register for an account on Pay.gov. You will complete and submit the form 
electronically, and well as submit the filing fee. Find the instructions here. 
 
The fee for filing the form is $600. 
 
To complete the form, you will need: 
 

 Certified copy of Articles of Incorporation with certification of filing 
 Copy of bylaws 
 Narrative description of past, present, and planned activities 
 Names and addresses of officers, directors, and trustees 
 Conflict of interest policy 
 Written description of each of the ways you intend to fundraise 
 Past financials or expected financials (budget) for the next 3-4 years 

 
If all documents are in order and there are no questions from the IRS, you can expect the wait time to be 
about 3-6 months. If there is an adverse ruling and you appeal, the process will take much longer. 
 
Top 10 Reasons for Delay 
 

1) Not enough financial data 
2) Annual accounting period 
3) Officers and board members are incomplete 
4) Exempt activities are incorrect 
5) Incomplete schedules 
6) Failure to complete all pages 
7) Signatures 
8) Bylaws are missing in incomplete 
9) Articles of Incorporation are missing in incomplete 
10) Incorrect or no fee 
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ONGOING LEGAL REPORTING 
 

Federal Tax Return 
Your organization must file one of these returns annually depending on your receipts and assets. 
 
990 Postcard 
Federal tax return if gross receipts are normally $50,000 or less 

 To be filed by May 15 each year for the previous calendar year (if year-end is 12/31). 
 Must be filed electronically. 
 File online here. 
 You will only need to know the following to file: 

o Employer identification number (EIN), also known as a Taxpayer Identification Number 
(TIN). 

o Tax year 
o Legal name and mailing address 
o Any other names the organization uses 
o Name and address of a principal officer (Board President) 
o Web site address if the organization has one  
o Confirmation that the organization’s annual gross receipts are $50,000 or less 
o If applicable, a statement that the organization has terminated or is terminating (going 

out of business). 
 Additional information can be found here. 
 Once you file the postcard, print a confirmation and keep for your records. 

 
990-EZ 
Federal tax return if gross receipts are less than $200,000 and total assets less than $500,000 

 Two page return 
 To be filed by May 15 each year for the previous calendar year (if year-end is 12/31). 
 Must be filed electronically. 
 Recommended that a professional or experienced volunteer or board member prepare and file 

this return. 
 
990 
Federal tax return if gross receipts are more than $200,000 and total assets more than $500,000 

 Long return – asks for financial information and well as a lot of informational questions 
 To be filed by May 15 each year for the previous calendar year (if year-end is 12/31). 
 Must be filed electronically. 
 Recommended that a professional or experienced volunteer or board member prepare and file 

this return. 
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Have a unique situation or not sure which to file? Learn more here.  

You will receive NO reminder from the IRS that the 990 return is due. 
You must proactively remember to file this return. If you fail to file for 3 years, 

the IRS will revoke your organization’s 501(c)3 status. The return is due 5 ½ months 
after your fiscal year end. 
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State Filings 
 
NP-20R 

 To be filed by May 15 every five years based on the last two digits of your Federal EIN.   
o May 15, 2026: FEIN ends in 50 through  
o May 15, 2027: FEIN ends in 75 through 99 
o May 15, 2029: FEIN ends in 00 through 24 
o May 15, 2030: FEIN ends in 25 through 4 

 One-page form to complete. 
 Must be filed electronically through INTIME.  
 You will receive NO reminder from the state that this return is due. 

 
 
Business Entity Report 

 Due every two years. The report is due during the anniversary month of your organization’s 
formation. 

 Must be submitted electronically. 
 File online here (click “File My Business Entity Report” in the middle of the page). 
 The report asks you to confirm basic information (address and officers) and confirms that you 

are still an active organization in the State of Indiana. 
 Once you create an account, you will be able to see your due date. They will also email you 

reminders when a report is due. 
 Small fee for filing (less than $10). 


