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PAT PLUNKETT • LARKIN HOFFMAN
J. Patrick “Pat” Plunkett is chairman of Larkin Hoffman’s nonprofit practice and is an adjunct instructor in the MBA 
program at the University of St. Thomas. Plunkett chaired the committee that drafted the Minnesota Nonprofit 
Corporation Act and has served as regular legal counsel for several nonprofit and tax-exempt organizations, 
including social service agencies, religious organizations, charitable trusts, trade associations, as well as health care, 
educational, family and corporate foundations. He also has a corporate law practice and has provided the owners of 
family-owned and other private businesses with solutions and advice regarding their legal concerns.

JOHN BENNET • WESTERN BANK
John Bennet has been on Western Bank’s team since 2007. He was recently promoted to senior vice president 
in recognition for his excellent performance in banking and 30+ years of service to nonprofit and professional 
organizations. Prior to joining Western Bank, Bennet was president and chief lending officer at University Bank and 
vice president of commercial lending at Dakota County State Bank. A native Minnesotan, Bennet graduated with a 
Bachelor of Arts in business administration and management from the University of St. Thomas. 

LARS LEAFBLAD • BALLINGER | LEAFBLAD INC.
Lars Leafblad is co-founder and principal of Ballinger | Leafblad Inc. a St. Paul-based executive search and selection 
consulting firm serving foundations, nonprofits, higher education institutions and membership associations. Prior 
to co-founding Ballinger | Leafblad, he was leadership and engagement director at Bush Foundation. He is also the 
founder and publisher-emeritus of Pollen, a nonprofit comprised of 10,000-plus people who share ideas, career and 
civic engagement opportunities. He earned a Bachelor of Arts in economics from St. Olaf College, an MBA from 
the Carlson School of Management and was a Humphrey Policy Fellow in 2008-09. Leafblad serves on the advisory 
boards for MinnPost.com and the Public and Nonprofit Leadership Center at the University of Minnesota.
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LARRY MOHR • BAKER TILLY 
Larry Mohr is a partner at Baker Tilly, and has more than 25 years of experience providing tax services to nonprofit 
organizations. He works with clients across the nonprofit spectrum, including health care, social services, arts, 
educational and media organizations. Mohr has worked with nonprofits throughout their lifecycles, including 
formation, exemption application, operational planning, reorganizations, acquisitions and contractions. He is 
a frequent speaker on topics related to nonprofit governance and tax strategies, and serves as an instructor in 
the University of Minnesota’s Master of Business Taxation program, where he teaches a course in tax-exempt 
organizations. He also serves nonprofits through current and past participation as a board member for several 
organizations, including Friends of the St. Paul College Foundation.
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From left: Lars Leafblad, Ballinger | Leafblad; Larry Mohr, Baker 
Tilly;  John Bennet, Western Bank; Pat Plunkett, Larkin Hoffman

NANCY KUEHN

Leafblad: Let’s start with talking about 
the sector in general. You each, in your 
careers, at some point elected to be in 
this field. Talk a bit about the why. 

PLUNKETT: I think that one of the real 
differences about the nonprofit world is 
that they often lack the resources to meet 
their mission. Many times, they’ll come in 
and we’ll work together to look at their 
challenges, and how they can address 
those, and they’re appreciative.

BENNETT:  I agree with Pat. People who 
are drawn to a mission of serving others 
before self are inspiring. I enjoy working  
with these people and organizations to 
access resources to build credibility, edu-
cate and entertain their audiences, as well 
as create and deepen meaningful relation-
ships. Nonprofits are complex organiza-
tions, and have to be attractive to several 
different audiences: their board, funders, 
staff, clients. At the same time, they are 
held publicly accountable for their actions. 
They’re performing in front of a board of 
directors, and yet they’re asking for mon-
ey. So they have to be entertaining and 
educating people the whole time. You’re 

drawing personal relationships with 
funders.

MOHR: The reason I stay in this field is 
because of the individuals I meet. You see 
such a passion for mission, and they wear 
so many different hats. That’s what makes 
it fun to work in this area. 

Leafblad: Pat, I know you chaired a 
committee that drafted the Minnesota 
Nonprofit Corporation Act. Could you 
give us an overview of the difference 
between nonprofit and tax exempt? 

PLUNKETT: In the 1970s and 1980s, we 
began to see a real growth in the number 
of nonprofit, tax-exempt organizations. In 
Minnesota, our statute went back to 1951. 
It wasn’t really in sync with what was hap-
pening in the real world. So around 1989, 
we drafted a new nonprofit act for Min-
nesota to specify rules for governance 
and management of nonprofit corpora-
tions. When we refer to an organization 
as a “nonprofit” corporation, we are say-
ing that the organization is not a busi-
ness corporation, a limited liability com-
pany or a partnership. In some states they 

use the term “not-for-profit” corporation. 
The difference between these two descrip-
tions is similar to the difference between 
“pop” and “soda.” One thing to keep in 
mind is that just because an organization 
is formed as a nonprofit, doesn’t mean that 
it is tax-exempt. To be tax-exempt, some 
taxing authority, such as the IRS, has to 
have granted the organization tax-exempt 
status. Something else that people have to 
keep in mind is that the IRS cannot give an 
organization exemption from state taxes, 
such as sales taxes and real estate taxes.  
Only the state can do that.

MOHR: I get that question often, as 
well, and even people in my own office 
tend to use those terms interchangeably. 
They’ll say, “How can you have a nonprofit 
paying income tax?” But it’s just a matter 
of how it’s set up under that statute, and 
not how the IRS views it. So not only do 
you have to set it up as a not-for-profit, but 
then you have to apply to the IRS and have 
the IRS agree you’re tax-exempt.

BENNETT: There are just a handful of 
nonprofit organizations that are easily rec-
ognized as exempt from paying property 
taxes. It depends on the mission of the 
organization, its charitable purpose and 
who benefits from the work of the non-
profit. Some organizations that are typi-
cally exempt from paying property taxes 
are religious in nature, or have a prima-
ry mission of community service in med-
icine or education/arts. That being said, 
only the county makes the final determi-
nation as there are many factors to con-
sider. It just depends on the mission of the 

organization and the type of work they do. 
If it doesn’t have a religious affiliation, a 
medical education component, or a com-
munity center, then you’ll likely be paying 
property taxes. 

PLUNKETT: An organization might 
start out being tax-exempt, but if its mis-
sion changes, or if it fails to follow its tax-
exempt mission, the taxing authority can 
yank its tax exemption. 

MOHR: The issue there is mission 
creep. When an organization gets start-
ed, it articulates its mission to the IRS to 
obtain tax-exempt status. But as it grows 
and develops, maybe that mission chang-
es and they’re not as charitable or aren’t a 
“regular” nonprofit anymore. It might get 
more entrepreneurial, for example. At that 
point, the IRS says, “Wait a minute, that’s 
not what you told us you were going to do. 
So you no longer qualify as tax-exempt.”

Leafblad: Let’s follow up on that. I think 
all of you have experienced yourselves 
as board members, or giving counsel to 
those on boards, the feeling of mission 
creep. How can you see the signals that 
something like that is beginning to 
happen?

MOHR: As a board member, your 
responsibility is to understand the activi-
ties the organization is undertaking and 
how they align with mission. And then, 
you have to make sure you or the staff have 
looked at the issues to make sure those 
activities are still within the mission. If 
they aren’t, you may be able to change 
your mission or have a broader discussion 
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he Minneapolis/St. Paul Business Journal held a panel discussion recently, 
featuring three expert panelists to explore topics about the issues surrounding 
nonprofits. Panelists included Pat Plunkett, a shareholder at Larkin Hoffman; 
Larry Mohr, a partner at Baker Tilly; and John Bennett, senior vice president 
at Western Bank. Lars Leafblad, co-founder and principal at Ballinger | Leaf-

blad Inc., served as moderator.



38 MINNEAPOLIS/ST. PAUL BUSINESS JOURNAL

regarding the organization’s direction. It’s 
a matter of being diligent.

PLUNKETT: We talk about the fiducia-
ry duties of directors. Fulfilling this duty 
starts by showing up for board meetings. 
I think the most valuable tool for a direc-
tor is a good nose. Many nonprofit orga-
nizations that have gotten into trouble 
did so because the directors failed to ask 
the question: “Does it smell right?”  If you 
apply the smell test, you’ll begin to see that 
when something stinks, you should start 
to ask the right questions.

BENNETT: It’s a natural progression for 
any organization to go through a maturing 
process. Nonprofits are eager to grow, to 
go to the next step, but they have to work 
with a solid foundation. It is similar to 
bowling with the guard rails up. You know 
the general direction, but appreciate the 
extra guidance along the way. The board 
provides that guidance with insight from 
an outside perspective. I greatly appreciate 
a well-defined board agenda. Each board 
member brings a wealth of life experi-
ences, personal and business influences, 
and, hopefully, enthusiasm. Harnessing 
the energy and staying on track can be a 
challenge. Being mindful of tools that keep 
everyone focused on mission is imperative. 
The board allows you that. It’s like having 
a good agenda. Sometimes it’s difficult to 
keep all the energy pointed in one direc-

tion. Board members bring their influenc-
es, and sometimes, if the only tool in your 
box is a hammer, then a hammer looks 
like it’s the only solution. So, the idea is 
trying to bring all these people together, 
the board and the staff, and marry these 
people so they’re all pointed in the same 
direction.

MOHR: It’s very similar to an entrepre-
neurial organization, there are so many 
different ideas. I think a board or even an 
advisory committee has a responsibility 
to rein it all in; not squash any ideas, but 
keep the focus and move the organization 
forward.

Leafblad: To follow up on that, share 
some ideas on board best practices. As 
you’re thinking about skill sets, how do 
you strengthen a board?

BENNETT: There are some pretty good 
fundamentals of what you want on your 
board to get started. But if you’re pro-
gressing, you’re looking for succession 
almost right from the start. For me, when 
I’m working with a new nonprofit, I like 
to see who’s the attorney, the accountant, 
the banker, the financial planner and 
the insurance agent. And I like to think 
those are the five key personalities that 
shape and guide the executive commit-
tee. When they’re in lockstep, the board 
won’t find itself in a lot of trouble. Beyond 

that, now you’re talking about communi-
cations, programmatic influences, people 
who add to the depth of knowledge. They 
add to the learning experience for the rest 
of the board. And let me say this, if you’ve 
seen one board, then you’ve only seen 
one board. Every board is different, and 
five years down the line, that board itself 
will be different. It’s important to recog-
nize the maturity process, and as you grow 
and develop, you have to be mindful of the 
next successive stage, including the roles 
on your board. 

PLUNKETT: When I think about a 
board in the old days, the role was three-
fold: give, get or get off. Give money, get 
money or get off the board. That, obvious-
ly, has changed because now people rec-
ognize that the role of the board is gover-
nance. Not management, but governance. 
If the board is going to govern, it really 
starts with the board agenda. A strong 
board chair, together with the executive 
director, sets the agenda and makes sure 
the board is following that agenda. If the 
only role of the board is to plan the annu-
al gala, then you have a serious problem. 
Another red flag comes up with the level of 
decision-making. I was recently asked to 
do a review of a dysfunctional board, and 
at the meeting, they put me on hold while 
they debated whether to give the recep-
tionist a 50-cent raise per hour. I realized 

they were micromanaging, and the obvi-
ous result was they couldn’t keep an exec-
utive director for six months. So, I think 
board training can be helpful to under-
stand their roles.

BENNETT: To that point, when your 
board convenes, collectively, the nonprofit 
is benefiting with a free cumulative hourly 
rate in excess of, well, thousands of dollars 
an hour. Use the gift of their time and their 
talents wisely. 

MOHR: To Pat’s point, board training 
isn’t just for small organizations. You see 
that at all levels, even with established 
boards. They know there are points in time 
when they need to have refreshers about 
their fiduciary responsibility, strategy and 
oversight. I think it’s important to identify 
areas of need.

PLUNKETT: I think there also has to be 
a proper balance between what’s already 
occurred and where they are going as an 
organization. If all the board is discuss-
ing is what’s already happened, the board 
is not fulfilling its function. On the other 
hand, if all the board is talking about is 
the future and aren’t looking at the past, 
that’s where trouble comes. It’s a balance 
that you need.  

Leafblad: On that notion of looking 
forward, what are you seeing as you 
think about nonprofits collaborating in 
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new ways, and what they might do in 
the future?

MOHR: The nonprofit community is a 
close-knit community, and they tend to 
know what other organizations are doing. 
Because these organizations have limited 
resources, we’re seeing more collabora-
tion with each other. Instead of trying to 
be the service provider for every niche, 
they understand other resources are avail-
able from other organizations. For exam-
ple, hospitals, as part of their communi-
ty health needs assessments, identify the 
health needs of a community and then 
look for ways to collaborate with oth-
er organizations in that community to 
address the identified needs. Let’s say the 
health needs assessment identified a com-
munity with a high rate of diabetes in its 
population. The hospital could work with 
a group that wants to bring a grocery store 
to the community by providing a nutri-
tionist who could be consulted about the 
dietary needs of persons with diabetes.  

Leafblad: Can a nonprofit organization 
really partner with a for-profit 
company? 

PLUNKETT: There’s been a lot of move-
ment for all types of nonprofits to partner. 
The easiest example is the corporate spon-
sorship. You can go to a gala and there’s 
the name of a corporation supporting the 

nonprofit. What the organization needs to 
watch there is to make sure it’s not taxable 
as advertising, but is treated as a contribu-
tion. Also, you can’t be lending a for-prof-
it corporation your tax-exempt status or 
you’ll lose it. You also have to consider if 
the money generated from any activities is 
considered profit. These partnerships are 
common, but you have to consider every 
aspect.

Leafblad: Let’s talk about people getting 
involved in nonprofits early in their 
careers, and what it takes for them 
to get engaged, especially in terms of 
allocating the time. Can you give me 
some advice that you would have given 
yourself 20 years ago?

BENNETT: Seek the advice and good 
counsel of people you admire. Some-
where along the line someone looked at 
me and saw potential. Whether it was 
casual conversation or on a more formal 
level, that person wanted to see my con-
tributions extend beyond my 9-to-5 job. 
So, I was introduced that way, by someone 
who took an interest. That’s the advice I’d 
give — to see the opportunity for yourself, 
but also for others to become involved. So 
today I look for young people with talents 
that have application beyond the work-
place. It’s fun to watch individuals grow in 
their professional careers because of their 

personal interest in a nonprofit.  
PLUNKETT: One thing I’d suggest is not 

just to serve on a board, but to be active, 
be engaged. If all you do is attend quarterly 
board meetings, that’s the bare minimum. 
Today, nonprofits are really struggling for 
good board members and there are so 
many opportunities. You might work your 
way up to the larger boards, but what you 
have to do from the start is to be a vibrant, 
active board member or committee mem-
ber. Board service is about so much more 
than just having your name on that board 
and attending a few meetings.

MOHR: If I were talking to myself 20 
years ago, I’d say to get involved right away, 
find out what you’re interested in, and then 
join a board that taps into that passion. The 
key is to be engaged. You have the oppor-
tunity to learn new skill sets and learn 
from other board members. And, you can 
still have work/life balance. The trick is to 
treat board membership like work. Figure 
out your commitment level and then tack-
le it like a personal obligation.

Leafblad: As a closing question, what 
are some of the issues and opportunities 
that you’re getting calls about? What’s 
the nonprofit sector facing right now 
and in the future, particularly in 
Minnesota?

BENNETT: Minnesota is a desirable 

place to live even in retirement. Noting 
trends among certain age groups is impor-
tant — namely the transfer of wealth to baby 
boomers, their transition into retirement 
and their increased spending capacity, also, 
their desire to not fully retire but to explore 
sunset careers in areas of interest that bene-
fit the community. Capturing the talents and 
resources of people in this age group will be a 
huge opportunity for nonprofit organizations.

PLUNKETT: I think one of the biggest 
challenges will be the overabundance of non-
profits. The resources are limited, so every 
nonprofit needs to make some strategic deci-
sions, and I think that’s going to lead to more 
and more organizations trying to distinguish 
themselves from each other. Unfortunately, I 
think there’s duplication of services going on, 
but it’s possible to see that as an opportunity 
instead of a challenge, if those nonprofits are 
willing to join forces. Those mergers aren’t 
easy, but sometimes they represent the best 
way for a nonprofit to move forward and ful-
fill its mission.

MOHR: In addition to more baby boom-
ers joining boards as they transition to retire-
ment, I think we’re also going to see greater 
emphasis on engaging millennials. There are 
innovative approaches to attracting them and 
getting them involved, and that’s important 
because they’re the future of nonprofit lead-
ership. In general, I think we all need to lead 
by example.
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