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Abstract

Conflicts of interest pose significant risks to the credibility and governance of non-profit
organizations. Without clear policies, organizations risk financial mismanagement, erosion
of stakeholder trust, and even legal penalties. This Teaching Paper introduces a structured
conflict of interest policy template designed to safeguard organizational integrity. The paper
outlines key elements including definitions, disclosure procedures, decision-making
processes, records of proceedings, and disciplinary measures for violations. Practical notes
connect these provisions to real-world governance challenges faced by non-profits,
particularly in contexts where resources are limited, and oversight mechanisms may be
weak. Drawing on governance scholarship and best practices (Bryson, 2018; Drucker, 1990;
Hopkins, 2018), this resource equips leaders to design, adopt, and enforce conflict of
interest policies that balance transparency with operational flexibility. A case study
demonstrates how one organization strengthened donor confidence through proactive
conflict of interest management. By embedding such policies into governance structures,
non-profits can better uphold accountability, enhance resilience, and ensure alignment with

mission and values.

Keywords
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Executive Summary

This Teaching Paper explains how to craft and implement an effective conflict of interest

policy. It provides a model policy with essential sections: purpose, definitions, procedures
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for disclosure, steps for determining conflicts, guidelines for addressing conflicts, processes
for violations, and requirements for board records. The paper highlights common risks,
outlines enforcement mechanisms, and emphasizes the importance of organizational culture
in compliance. The case study illustrates how adopting such a policy increased transparency
and secured donor trust. Reflection questions and practical recommendations help

organizations tailor policies to their own contexts.

Purpose and Learning Objectives

e  Understand the role of conflict of interest policies in governance and accountability.
*  Learn the essential components of a conflict of interest policy.
e Recognize the importance of disclosure and documentation in preventing abuse.

*  QGain practical skills for adapting a policy template to an organization’s needs.

Background and Context

Strong governance requires both legal compliance and ethical safeguards. Drucker (1990)
stressed that non-profits must prioritize mission integrity over personal gain. Bryson (2018)
identifies conflict of interest policies as part of broader governance frameworks that
maintain trust. Hopkins (2018) notes that legal risk increases substantially when conflicts
are unmanaged. Therefore, conflict of interest policies are not optional—they are essential

to accountability, particularly in environments where donor trust is critical.

Practical Guide
Core Elements of a Conlflict of Interest Policy
1. Purpose — Protect organizational integrity when potential conflicts arise.
2. Definitions — Clarify terms such as “conflict of interest” and “interested person.”

3. Procedures — Duty to disclose financial interests; determine existence of conflicts.
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6.

Addressing Conflicts — Allow presentations but exclude conflicted members from

decisions; consider alternatives.
Violations — Investigate failures to disclose; enforce disciplinary actions.

Records — Ensure meeting minutes include disclosures, discussions, and votes.

Practical note: The strength of a policy lies not just in its text but in its consistent

application and board culture.

Case Study

A community health non-profit discovered that a board member’s company was bidding for

a supply contract. By applying its conflict of interest policy, the member disclosed the

interest, left the meeting during discussions, and the board evaluated alternative suppliers.

The transparent process reassured donors and avoided reputational damage.

Common Challenges and Tips

Ignoring minor conflicts — Even small issues can undermine trust.

Cultural resistance — Some boards may view disclosure as mistrust; emphasize

transparency.
Weak enforcement — A policy is ineffective without consistent application.

Tip: Provide annual board training on conflict of interest rules and require signed

disclosure forms.

Reflection Questions

Does our board have a written and adopted conflict of interest policy?
Are disclosures recorded systematically in meeting minutes?
How do we enforce the policy when violations occur?

What training or orientation is provided to ensure awareness of the policy?
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Limitations and Considerations

Policies cannot prevent all ethical challenges; they require strong leadership commitment to
enforcement. Legal frameworks differ by jurisdiction, and policies must align with local
laws. Smaller organizations may find annual disclosures sufficient, while larger ones require

more robust systems.

Academic Value

This Teaching Paper advances the study of governance by providing both theoretical
grounding and a practical template. Scholars can use it to examine how conflict of interest
policies intersect with organizational culture, while practitioners gain an actionable tool for

strengthening accountability.

Conclusion and Next Steps

Conflict of interest policies protect organizational mission and integrity. Next steps include
adopting a policy tailored to local laws, training board members, and conducting annual
disclosure reviews. Integrating the policy into strategic governance cycles ensures it remains

a living, effective tool.
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