
what is unrelated business income
what is unrelated business income is a term that refers to income generated
by a tax-exempt organization from activities that are not substantially
related to its exempt purpose. Understanding this concept is crucial for non-
profit organizations, as it affects their tax obligations and overall
financial health. This article will explore the definition of unrelated
business income, the criteria used to determine what qualifies as unrelated,
potential exceptions, and the implications for organizations that generate
such income. By the end of this article, readers will have a comprehensive
understanding of unrelated business income and its significance in the non-
profit sector.
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Definition of Unrelated Business Income

Unrelated business income (UBI) is defined as income derived from a trade or
business that is regularly carried on by a tax-exempt organization, but is
not directly related to the organization's exempt purpose. The Internal
Revenue Service (IRS) provides guidelines to help organizations determine
whether their income qualifies as UBI. Generally, if the activity is
considered a trade or business and is not substantially related to the exempt
purpose, the income generated is classified as unrelated business income.

It is essential to understand that UBI does not include income from
investments, such as dividends, interest, or capital gains, which are
typically exempt from taxation. The focus here is on activities that resemble
those of for-profit businesses rather than passive income sources. This
distinction is crucial for non-profits to maintain their tax-exempt status
while engaging in revenue-generating activities.



Criteria for Determining Unrelated Business
Income

The IRS has established three primary criteria that must be met for income to
be classified as unrelated business income. These criteria help organizations
evaluate their activities and determine their tax obligations.

1. Trade or Business Activity

For income to be considered UBI, it must arise from a trade or business
activity. This means the activity must be conducted with the intent of
generating profit. Examples include operating a gift shop, providing
services, or selling goods. Activities that are sporadic or not carried on in
a business-like manner may not qualify as UBI.

2. Regularly Carried On

The income-generating activity must be regularly carried on. This means the
activity occurs with a frequency and continuity comparable to similar for-
profit businesses. For instance, a non-profit that runs a seasonal event may
not have this income be classified as UBI, whereas a year-round operation
would.

3. Not Substantially Related to Exempt Purpose

Finally, the income must not be substantially related to the organization’s
exempt purpose. This is a critical factor as it distinguishes UBI from income
that supports the organization’s mission. For example, a charity focused on
education that operates a bookstore featuring educational materials would
have income related to its exempt purpose, while a bookstore selling general
merchandise would generate UBI.

Exceptions to Unrelated Business Income

While the criteria for UBI are stringent, there are several exceptions that
non-profit organizations should be aware of. These exceptions can help
organizations manage their income-generating activities without incurring
additional tax liabilities.



Volunteer Labor: Income generated from activities that primarily involve
volunteer labor is generally exempt from UBI classification.

Convenience of Members: If the activity is conducted primarily for the
convenience of the organization’s members, it may not be considered UBI.

Related Businesses: Income from a business that is substantially related
to the exempt purpose may not be classified as UBI.

Donated Goods: Sales of donated goods typically do not constitute UBI,
as they are considered contributions rather than business activities.

Understanding these exceptions allows non-profits to engage in various
activities without jeopardizing their tax-exempt status. However,
organizations should always consult with a tax professional to ensure
compliance with IRS regulations.

Implications of Unrelated Business Income

The generation of unrelated business income can have significant implications
for tax-exempt organizations. These implications can affect both financial
planning and compliance with IRS regulations.

Tax Obligations

Organizations generating UBI are required to pay federal income tax on that
income. This tax is imposed at corporate tax rates, which can be substantial.
As such, it is crucial for organizations to track their unrelated business
activities to ensure accurate reporting and compliance with tax obligations.

Impact on Tax-Exempt Status

Excessive unrelated business income can raise red flags with the IRS and
potentially threaten an organization’s tax-exempt status. If the IRS
determines that an organization is primarily engaged in unrelated business
activities, it may revoke its tax-exempt status, leading to significant
financial repercussions.



Financial Reporting and Planning

Non-profits must incorporate UBI into their financial reporting and planning
processes. This includes maintaining accurate records of all income-
generating activities and ensuring proper categorization of income. Effective
financial management helps organizations avoid compliance issues and better
understand their financial health.

Reporting Unrelated Business Income

Organizations that generate unrelated business income must report this income
to the IRS using Form 990-T, Exempt Organization Business Income Tax Return.
This form requires detailed information about the unrelated business
activities, including income and expenses. Completing this form accurately is
essential to maintain compliance and avoid penalties.

Additionally, organizations must ensure that they are aware of any state tax
obligations associated with UBI. Many states have similar regulations and
reporting requirements, which organizations must adhere to in order to
maintain their tax-exempt status at both the federal and state levels.

Conclusion

Understanding what is unrelated business income is vital for tax-exempt
organizations operating in today’s complex regulatory environment. By being
aware of the criteria that define UBI, the exceptions that exist, and the
implications associated with it, organizations can navigate their income-
generating activities more effectively. This knowledge not only helps in
compliance with IRS regulations but also supports the overall financial
health and mission of the organization. As non-profits seek innovative ways
to fund their missions, a thorough understanding of unrelated business income
ensures they can do so while maintaining their tax-exempt status.

Q: What is the purpose of unrelated business income
tax?
A: The purpose of the unrelated business income tax is to level the playing
field between tax-exempt organizations and for-profit businesses by taxing
income generated from activities that are not related to the organization's
exempt purpose.



Q: Are all income-generating activities subject to
unrelated business income tax?
A: No, not all income-generating activities are subject to unrelated business
income tax. Activities that are substantially related to the organization's
exempt purpose, as well as those that involve volunteer labor or are
conducted for the convenience of members, may be exempt.

Q: How can a non-profit organization determine if
its income is unrelated business income?
A: A non-profit can determine if its income is unrelated business income by
evaluating whether the activity is a trade or business, whether it is
regularly carried on, and whether it is substantially related to the
organization's exempt purpose.

Q: What are the consequences of generating excessive
unrelated business income?
A: Generating excessive unrelated business income can lead to tax liabilities
and may put the organization's tax-exempt status at risk if the IRS
determines that the organization is primarily engaged in unrelated business
activities.

Q: Do all states have the same rules regarding
unrelated business income?
A: No, states may have different rules and regulations regarding unrelated
business income. Organizations must be aware of their state’s specific
reporting and tax obligations to ensure compliance.

Q: What form do organizations need to file for
unrelated business income?
A: Organizations must file Form 990-T, Exempt Organization Business Income
Tax Return, to report unrelated business income to the IRS.

Q: Can unrelated business income affect fundraising
efforts?
A: Yes, generating unrelated business income can affect fundraising efforts,
as it may require organizations to allocate resources for tax compliance and



reporting, potentially diverting attention from their primary fundraising
activities.

Q: What types of activities are commonly considered
unrelated business income?
A: Common activities considered unrelated business income include operating a
gift shop, conducting raffles, or offering commercial services that are not
related to the organization’s exempt purpose.

Q: Are there any benefits to generating unrelated
business income?
A: Yes, generating unrelated business income can provide additional revenue
to support the organization’s mission, diversify funding sources, and create
financial stability, as long as it is managed properly to avoid tax
complications.
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