


ASPECT NON-PROFIT 
ORGANIZATION

SOLE 
PROPRIETORSHIP PARTNERSHIP CORPORATION COOPERATIVE

PURPOSE
Serve a public or 

social mission; not for 
personal gain

Generate profits 
for owner

Generate profits for 
owner

Maximize 
shareholder 

wealth
Serve members’ 

needs

TAX STATUS
Typically, 

tax-exempt 
under section 

501(c) 3

Personal Income 
taxed

Income taxed at 
partners’ individual 

tax rates
Corporate income 

taxed
Income taxed at 
cooperative tax 

rates

LIABILITY Limited liability for 
directors and officers

Unlimited 
personal liability

Unlimited personal 
liability

Limited liability for 
shareholders

Limited liability for 
members

OWNERSHIP
No owners; Governed 

by a board of 
directors or trustees

Owned and 
managed by one 

individual

Owned and 
managed by two or 

more individuals

Owned by 
shareholders (who 
may elect a board 

of directors)

Owned and 
managed by 

members

PROFIT 
DISTRIBUTION

Surplus funds 
reinvested into 

organization
Owner keeps all 

profits
Partners divide 
profits between 

themselves

Profits distributed 
to shareholders as 

dividends

Profits distributed 
to members as 

dividends

GOVERNANCE 
STRUCTURE

Governed by a 
board of directors or 

trustees

Decisions made 
by the sole 
proprietor

Decisions made 
jointly by partners

Governed by a 
board of directors 

and officers

Governed by 
democratic process 

by members

FUNDING 
SOURCES

Relies on donations, 
grants, and 

fundraising events

Relies on revenue 
from sales and 

services

Relies on revenue 
from sales and 

services

Relies on revenue 
from sales, 

investors, and 
investments

Relies on revenue 
from sales and 

membership fees



STEP 1: Research and Planning

STEP 2: Legal Requirements

STEP 3: Create Bylaws and Policies



STEP 4: Apply for Federal Tax-Exempt Status

STEP 5: Register for Charitable Solicitation
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