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JCONNER

NONPROFIT INSIGHTS & RESOURCES

ACCOUNTING FOR NONPROFIT SPECIAL
EVENTS

Under U.S. GAAP

Tickets, sponsorships, auctions, donor restrictions, recognition and financial
statement presentation

PURPOSE OF THIS GUIDE
A practical framework for nonprofit executives, boards and finance teams to classify special-event
receipts, determine restriction status, record activity and support year-end reporting.

UPDATED AUGUST 2026
Practical guidance. Organized information. Clearer next steps.
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Executive overview

The accounting follows the substance of each receipt - not the label placed on the event or payment platform.

CORE PRINCIPLE

A special-event label does not make every receipt a contribution, and it does not make every
contribution donor-restricted. Determine what the payer receives, what the donor requires and
when the organization is entitled to the resources.

A five-question framework

1. Did the payer receive goods or services of commensurate value? If yes, apply exchange-
transaction guidance to that portion.

2. Did the payment exceed the fair value of the attendee or sponsor benefits? The excess is
generally a contribution.

3. Did the donor, sponsorship agreement or solicitation limit use to a specific purpose or time? If
yes, evaluate donor-restricted classification.

4. Is there a measurable barrier plus a right of return or release? If yes, the contribution may be
conditional rather than merely restricted.

5. When were the benefits delivered, conditions met and restrictions satisfied? Those dates drive
recognition, deferral and release.

The three accounting models

Recognize when unconditional; classify with or without donor

Contribution ASC 958-605 o
restrictions.
. Recognize as promised goods or services are transferred; contract
Exchange transaction ASC 606 s
liabilities may apply.
Contributed nonfinancial ASC 958-605 Recognize at fair value when criteria are met; present and disclose
asset separately.
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Classifying special-event receipts

Use separate general-ledger accounts even when financial statement presentation later combines related
event activity.

Accounting model Restriction status

Usually without donor restrictions unless the donor or appeal

General donation at a special event Contribution o
specifies a purpose.

With donor restrictions when the donor specifically limits use

Donation to pay event costs Contribution io the event.

Ticket - attendee benefit Exchange Wlthqut donor restrictions; recognize when the event benefit
is delivered.

Ticket - amount above fair value Contribution Usga_llly without res.tr_lctlons unless the charitable portion is
solicited for a specific purpose.

Sponsor - advertising, tables or Without donor restrictions to the extent of commensurate

. Exchange

benefits value.

Sponsor - amount above fair value Contribution Restriction status follows the agreement and solicitation.

Fund-a-need appeal Contribution With donor restrictions when the appeal identifies a specific
program or purpose.

Paddle raise with no stated purpose Contribution Without donor restrictions.

Restriction status depends on the donor's instructions;

Donated venue, food or auction item In-kind contribution ) ; )
special presentation applies.

DO NOT CONFUSE INTERNAL TRACKING WITH DONOR RESTRICTIONS

A board designation, budget allocation, special-event project code or management plan does not
create donor-restricted net assets. The limitation must come from the donor or circumstances
surrounding the contribution.
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Restriction status: the practical rules

The event location and event name are not determinative. Focus on donor stipulations and the solicitation
language in effect when the gift is made.

Report contribution revenue with donor restrictions when...

« The donor specifies a purpose, such as special-event costs, scholarships, a building campaign
or a named program.

» The donor specifies a future period or future event.

» The appeal states that contributions or the charitable portion of tickets will be used only for an
identified program or project.

* A donated nonfinancial asset is limited to a specified use or disposition.

Report contribution revenue without donor restrictions when...

* The donor gives generally and receives no commensurate value.

¢ The communication says proceeds support the organization's broad mission and does not
impose a narrower purpose.

* Only management or the board decides how to use the proceeds.

» A valid restriction is satisfied in the same period and the organization has elected and
consistently applies an appropriate simultaneous-release policy.

How releases are reported

When qualifying costs are incurred or the specified time arrives, reclassify the applicable amount
from net assets with donor restrictions to net assets without donor restrictions. The underlying
expense retains its functional classification; the release does not reduce or net against the expense.

lllustrative entry - restricted gift for special-event costs

Dr Cash 20, 000
Cr Contribution revenue - with donor restrictions 20,000

When 15,000 of qualifying costs are incurred:
Dr Net assets released - with donor restrictions 15,000
Cr Net assets released - without restrictions 15,000
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Recognition timing, conditions and cutoff

Restriction status answers how a recognized contribution is classified. A condition answers whether
contribution revenue should be recognized yet.

Restriction

Condition

Exchange deferral

Board designation

Limits use or timing after the nonprofit is
entitled to the gift.

Requires a barrier to be overcome and
includes a right of return or release.

Attendee or sponsor benefits have not yet
been delivered.

Internal decision about use of unrestricted
resources.

Cutoff questions before year-end

Recognize contribution revenue; classify with donor
restrictions until satisfied.

Do not recognize contribution revenue until
substantially met; cash received is generally a
refundable advance.

Record a contract liability until the performance
obligation is satisfied.

No donor restriction; disclose or track internally as
appropriate.

Were ticket payments refundable if the event was canceled?

Had the event occurred and attendee benefits been provided by the reporting date?

Had sponsor advertising, tables or other promised benefits been delivered?

Was an unconditional promise to give communicated and enforceable?

Were donor restrictions satisfied before period-end?

Were processor deposits, cash collections and receivables reconciled to source records?

lllustrative entry - conditional contribution received in advance

Dr Cash

Cr Refundable advance

After the barrier is substantially met:

Dr Refundable advance

jconnerpc.com

Cr Contribution revenue

25,000

25,000

25,000

25,000
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Tickets and sponsorships

Mixed transactions should be bifurcated between exchange and contribution components using supportable
fair-value estimates.

Ticket example

A gala ticket costs $250. The fair value of the dinner, entertainment and other attendee benefits is
$75. The exchange component is $75 and the contribution component is $175. Fair value - not the
nonprofit's actual cost - drives the allocation.

For 100 nonrefundable tickets sold before the gala

Dr Cash 25,000
Cr Contribution revenue 17,500
Cr Contract liability - gala exchange 7,500

When the gala occurs:
Dr Contract liability - gala exchange 7,500
Cr Gala exchange revenue 7,500

RESTRICTION OVERLAY

If the materials state that the charitable portion supports a named scholarship fund, the $17,500
contribution component is with donor restrictions. The $7,500 exchange component is not donor-
restricted revenue.

Sponsorship analysis
< Inventory all benefits: advertising, digital promotion, complimentary tables, tickets, speaking
opportunities and other deliverables.

« Estimate the fair value of substantive benefits using comparable advertising, ticket and
hospitality pricing.

« Treat mere acknowledgment or incidental recognition cautiously; evaluate substance rather
than relying on the package label.

» Recognize the contribution excess under ASC 958-605 and the exchange component under
ASC 606 as benefits are delivered.
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Special-event expenses and financial statement presentation

Direct donor benefits and fundraising costs are not interchangeable, even when both arise from the same
event.

May be displayed as a separate deduction
from special-event revenue; netting is
limited when used.

Direct benefits to Meals, catering, attendee-use facility rental,
attendees entertainment, prizes and attendee gifts.

Report as fundraising expense unless
another functional classification is
supportable under GAAP.

Invitations, promotion, event planning, solicitation,

AUl RS staff time and payment processing fees.

Document the purpose, audience, content
and allocation method; do not default event
costs to program.

Program or management Only substantive activities meeting applicable
components functional-expense and joint-activity guidance.

Gross versus net special-event presentation

Peripheral or incidental special events may be reported net, but costs netted against receipts are
limited to direct costs. When the activity is ongoing and major, report gross revenues and expenses.
Even when direct benefits are shown as a deduction, gross event revenue should remain visible.

lllustrative statement of activities presentation

Line item Amount

Contributions - without donor restrictions $17,500
Special-event exchange revenue 7,500
Less: costs of direct benefits to donors (9,000)
Net special-event support and revenue $16,000
Fundraising expense (4,000)

KEEP GAAP AND FORM 990 ANALYSES ALIGNED - BUT SEPARATE

Book classification, Form 990 special-event reporting and donor tax substantiation use related but
not identical rules. Reconcile them deliberately rather than forcing the general ledger to mirror the
tax form.
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In-kind contributions and auctions

Contributed nonfinancial assets require fair-value measurement, separate presentation and enhanced
disclosures.

Donated goods and facilities

Recognize donated food, venue use, decorations, auction items and other nonfinancial assets at fair
value when the recognition criteria are met. Present contributed nonfinancial asset revenue
separately from cash and other financial contributions, and disclose categories, use, restrictions and
valuation methods.

lllustrative entry - donated food or venue benefit

Dr Special-event direct-benefit cost or asset 5,000
Cr Contributed nonfinancial asset revenue 5,000

Auction items

« When an item is donated, recognize the contribution and inventory or other asset at fair value,
subject to the facts and recognition criteria.

* When sold, remove the asset's carrying amount and record the bidder proceeds. The amount
paid above the item's fair value may be a contribution when the facts support donative intent.

« Evaluate whether the original donor restricted the item to the special event or auction and
release that restriction when the specified use is satisfied.

« Retain support for fair value at receipt and at sale; do not assume the winning bid is
automatically the original fair value.

Contributed services

Recognize contributed services when they create or enhance a nonfinancial asset, or when they
require specialized skills, are provided by individuals possessing those skills and would otherwise
need to be purchased. Most ordinary volunteer hours are not recognized, though disclosure may be
appropriate.

DOCUMENTATION POINT

Maintain valuation support, donor communications and evidence of who prepared and reviewed
each significant in-kind valuation. A conclusion without preparer, reviewer and date evidence is
difficult to audit.
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Close checklist and reference guide

Use this page as a compact planning and year-end review tool.

Special-event accounting close checklist

* Reconcile ticketing, sponsorship, pledge, cash and processor reports to the general ledger.
» Document attendee-benefit fair value separately from actual event cost.

¢ Review sponsorship contracts and confirm delivery of promised benefits.

¢ Retain the solicitation language in effect when each contribution was made.

e Separate exchange revenue, contributions with and without donor restrictions, and in-kind
revenue.

« Evaluate conditions, refund provisions, contract liabilities and cutoff.

« Separate direct donor benefits from other fundraising expenses.

* Record restriction releases and reconcile restricted net assets by purpose.

e Complete in-kind presentation and disclosures, including valuation methods.

* Reconcile GAAP presentation to Form 990 reporting and donor acknowledgment records.

Prepared by Date Reviewed by Date

Authoritative guidance

FASB ASU 2018-08 - Contributions Received and Contributions Made
FASB ASU 2016-14 - Not-for-Profit Financial Statement Presentation
FASB ASU 2020-07 - Contributed Nonfinancial Assets

Relevant Codification topics include ASC 958-605, ASC 958-225, ASC 958-720 and ASC 606. Consult the current
Codification and the entity's specific facts before recording material or unusual transactions.

IMPORTANT NOTICE
This guide provides general information and is not accounting, auditing, tax or legal advice. U.S.
GAAP conclusions depend on specific agreements, donor communications, refund terms and
materiality. Consult qualified professionals regarding the organization's facts and current
authoritative guidance.

Copyright 2026 JConner PC. All rights reserved. This publication may be downloaded and reproduced for internal, noncommercial use if it
remains unaltered and this notice is retained. No other reproduction, redistribution, republication or commercial use is permitted without prior

written permission from JConner PC.
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