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WHAT IS PRO BONO WORK?
Pro bono comes from the Latin word, “for the public good” 
and is defined by RGD as: The donation of a person’s services 
at no charge (or at reduced fees) to benefit a greater good. 
It is generally conducted for charitable, religious, civic, 
community, educational and non-profit organizations. This 
should not be confused with sponsorships, which involve 
work done in return for non-monetary compensation in the 
form of marketing and other types of exposure.

WHEN SHOULD 
PAYMENT BE EXPECTED?
Many non-profit and charitable organizations do pay for 
professional graphic design services. Payment should be 
expected if a non-profit requires a major time commitment or 
if the project has tight timelines, strict guidelines, as in the 
case of an annual report, or important financial targets, as in 
the case of a fundraising campaign. In such cases, designers 
should consider donating a portion of the cost (20-50%) or 
offering a reduced hourly rate.

“Never confuse spec work for pro bono work. If they are a “for 
profit” business, then they pay full pop. Just like they have to  
pay for all their other business expenses. No discounts just 
because we have a relationship or I believe in your business.  
And no discounts or free work as a “carrot” for future work.”

Matthew Clark RGD 
Principal & Creative Director at Subplot Design

WHAT IS A NON-PROFIT?
According to the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA), a non-profit 
organization (NPO) is a club, society or association that is 
organized and operated solely for:

• social welfare 
• civic improvement 
• pleasure or recreation 
• any other purpose except for profit.

Non-profit does not mean that an organization may not 
strive for and show a surplus. However, the surplus must be 
invested back into the organization. Non-profits cannot issue 
official donation receipts for income tax purposes nor must 
they go through a registration process for tax purposes.

Significant environmental, social and cultural challenges grip our world. 
Designers have the ability to contribute their skills and make a difference. 
One way for designers to help is to offer services free of charge to non-profit, 
charitable and grassroots organizations. This simple guide outlines some of 
the benefits and challenges that designers should consider when taking on 
pro bono projects. 

INTRODUCTION
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WHAT IS A CHARITY?
A “registered charity” is defined in subsection 248(1) of 
the Income Tax Act. According to the CRA, the courts have 
identified four general categories of charitable purposes.

For an organization to be registered, its purposes must fall 
within one or more of the following categories:

• the relief of poverty 
• the advancement of education 
• the advancement of religion 
•  other purposes that benefit the community

Canadian charities must be approved by CRA to operate as 
such. They must also be established and resident in Canada, 
operate for charitable purposes and devote their resources  
to charitable activities.

WHAT ABOUT GRASS 
ROOTS ORGANIZATIONS?
Beyond non-profits and charities, there has been a recent  
rise in movements and/or groups that are self-organized, 
often community-based, who may come together without  
the support of a formal organization with non-profit or 
charitable status.
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PHILANTHROPY
What is better than using your talent and knowledge  
to help effect change and support something that  
you believe in?

CREATIVITY
It is refreshing and inspiring to work with dedicated staff  
who believe in what they do.

NETWORKING
The Boards and other volunteers of these organizations 
can be great people to network with since they may be 
prospective clients or employers.

“Pro bono work is a great way to learn about organizations in the 
community and connect with people you might not otherwise. 
I’m fortunate to be able to control my business’ operations and 
if I can redirect resources that can make a difference to my 
community while maintaining my business, why not?”

Fe Wyma RGD 
Principal & Creative Director of Kapwa Communications

PORTFOLIO
Doing pro bono work is a way to explore areas of design 
that are not yet prominent in your portfolio and develop 
interesting, innovative new work.

RECOGNITION
If you are doing pro bono in your community, it may be a way 
to create recognition for your design business and raise its 
profile with like-minded companies.

WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS 
OF DOING PRO BONO WORK?
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“There are several things we consider when evaluating a 
potential pro bono opportunity. Is it a cause or project we 
believe in? Will the project showcase our skills, foster our 
creativity and help us make connections? Do we have the 
time to dedicate to the project and does the group value 
our volunteerism?”

Nico Taus RGD 
Creative Director at Studio123

BUDGET
Ask if the organization has a budget for external services 
that might be required on the project such as printing, 
paper, web development, web hosting, photography or 
illustration. If not, ask if the organization has relationships 
with suppliers who are willing to donate to the project or 
whether the organization expects you to assist in identifying 
and securing pro bono services from suppliers that could be 
needed on the project.

ABOUT THE ORGANIZATION
You may wish to verify that the organization is recognized by 
the CRA as a registered charity. Speak to existing volunteers 
and staff to understand more about the history of the 
organization, its mandate and how it operates.

RELATIONSHIPS WITH 
DESIGNERS
Ask if there are other designers or studios that the 
organization is currently working with or has worked with 
in the past. If a relationship was in place, make sure it’s 
appropriate for you to step in. Ask permission to contact the 
other designers the organization has worked with to hear 
about their experiences. Clarify if any other designers are 
being considered for the project you are considering taking on.

It is important to get as much information as possible before you begin a 
project with any organization so that both you and your client have a clear 
understanding of each other, your roles and your expectations on the project. 
The more you know about the organization and are committed to its goals,  
the more satisfying can your experience be.

HOW TO SELECT A NON-PROFIT 
ORGANIZATION TO WORK WITH
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AVAILABILITY
Be clear about how much time you have available for the 
project and how much time you believe your contribution 
will take. You may want to accept the project on an “as 
time is available” basis so as not to take away from your 
paying work or state in writing the maximum total length 
of time you are able to work on the project (and/or hours 
you are willing to contribute), including the time it takes 
for the organization to make decisions or changes. You 
do not want to enter a busy time for you with paying 
clients just when your pro bono client expects to receive 
your services.

LEADERSHIP
Ensure there is a clear project leader within the client 
organization, and establish communication with that 
person at the outset. If this person is an employee rather 
than a volunteer, you may experience quicker responses 
and a more timely turnaround on the project. Ideally 
this person would make decisions on the project but 
this is often not possible where a Board governs an 
organization. Try to ensure no changes to the leadership 
or Board will occur during the project.

COPYRIGHT
Make sure to outline your expectations regarding your 
intellectual property rights at the outset. Make it clear if 
you will transfer ownership and permit the organization 
to modify your work in the future without your 
permission, or if you will retain rights over your work.

PROJECT/CREATIVE BRIEF
Ask for a project brief and timeline for the project. If one 
doesn’t exist, and you decide to take on the project, you 
should develop one based on your discussions with the 
client. The more information you have down on paper 
clarifying the goals and objectives for the project, the easier 
the process will be.

CREATIVITY
Designers often do pro bono work in return for creative 
freedom so as to ensure the experience is meaningful and 
results in a valuable portfolio addition. That being said, your 
primary responsibility is to your pro bono client’s needs, 
objectives and target audience. Before taking on a project, 
make sure you feel you can create work that you will be 
proud of but that effectively addresses the project brief you 
and the organization have worked to establish.

EXPOSURE
Although your participation should be altruistic, it doesn’t 
hurt to get as much exposure as you can out of the 
experience. Ask for credit on project pieces and, for print 
pieces, additional copies so that you can show them to 
prospective clients. If events are part of the project, ask for 
free tickets and use the event as an opportunity to network 
and promote your services. You may also want to distribute 
a press release about your involvement in the project.
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“A designer’s flexibility and collaborative mindset will help with 
the lack of understanding of the design process common to  
non-profit organizations.”

Anne Lizotte RGD 
Principal of Anne Lizotte Communications

EDUCATION
If leaders of the organization have not worked with designers 
before, they may not appreciate your contribution. You may 
need to explain your design process and outline the true 
value of the design services you will be providing.

DECISION-MAKING
Working with any sort of committee through the design 
process, particularly one made up of volunteers, can be 
challenging. If you agree on a project/creative brief with the 
organization at the outset of the project, it should be easier  
to explain your design solution and communicate how it 
meets the objectives outlined in the brief.

TIMING
It may take time for decisions to be made when working 
with volunteers, multiple stakeholders and over-worked staff 
members. Make sure to build in extra time when developing 
your timeline for the project, and recognize that you may have 
to do much of the follow-up.

LACK OF RESOURCES
On pro bono projects, there may not be money for printing, 
web development and other suppliers. If you understand 
these challenges at the outset of project, you will be best 
prepared to develop an effective design solution. Ideally your 
creativity and ingenuity can help this organization reach its 
target audience and achieve its objectives despite limitations.

WHAT ARE THE CHALLENGES ASSOCIATED 
WITH DOING PRO BONO WORK?

“Even though there is no money exchanged for our services, 
we create a clear written agreement which details what is going 
to happen and when. That way our pro bono client knows what 
to expect and we understand what we have agreed to.”

Stüssy Tschudin RGD 
Founder & Creative Director at Forge Media + Design

6



ACCOUNTING
There is no benefit to doing pro bono work from a tax 
perspective. If you request a charitable tax receipt for the 
financial value of your services, you must also report this 
amount as income, thereby negating the tax benefit. Tracking 
your hours is still advisable so that you and the organization 
understand the true value of your contribution.

OTHER RESOURCES
Association of Registered Graphic Designers (RGD) 
rgd.ca

RGD is a non-profit, professional Association working to 
improve standards and conditions for graphic designers, 
managers and educators practising in Canada. Among 
our activities are a bi-annual Awards program called the 
So(cial) Good Design Awards; an annual Conference called 
DesignThinkers; a bi-annual national salary survey called 
Creative Earners and The Business of Graphic Design:  
A Professional’s Handbook.

Doing pro bono work is an important way for designers to give back to their 
community, support causes they believe in, add work to their portfolios 
and make valuable connections with prospective paying clients. As with all 
client work, communication is key. When considering pro bono requests, 
understand expectations and challenges; select projects appropriately and 
then go make a difference in the world!

CONCLUSION

This book on operating a graphic design business includes 
standard forms and agreements which can be modified for 
use on pro bono projects. These include a standard copyright 
agreement and client/design brief. The forms may be 
downloaded at:

rgd.ca/handbook
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Canada Revenue Agency 
cra-arc.gc.ca/charities

This website provides definitions and conditions for 
qualifying non-profits and charities as well as a complete  
list of official charities opperating in Canada.

AIGA 
aiga.org

AIGA provides many resources on the process of working 
with a graphic designer including A Client’s Guide to 
Design: How to Get the Most Out of the Process, which can 
be downloaded from the site as a pdf. AIGA offers a list of 
organizations that pair designers with non-profits at:

aiga.org/designforgood-get-involved

Design Council 
designcouncil.org.uk/resources/report/design-public-good

Design Council is a leading authority on the use of strategic 
design to tackle major societal challenges, drive economic 
growth and improve the quality of the built environment. 
Its report Design for public good highlights best practice and 
explains the value of design techniques for government.  
It is available at: 

designcouncil.org.uk/resources/report/design-public-good

Taproot Foundation 
taprootfoundation.org

This organization’s website provides an excellent benchmark 
for how to conduct a pro bono project.

Designed and illustrated by

James Mathieu Chambers Prov. RGD 
Design de Plume Inc.
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